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Today’s Discussion 
• My Credentials 

• To Be Competitive, you have to understand 
the Graduate Program & Admissions Process 

 
• What are Admissions Committees looking for 

in the Application Materials… 
 

• How can your summer research experience 
help… 



About Me… 
• B.S. – LSU, Biochemistry 
• Ph.D. – UNC-Chapel Hill, Cell & Developmental 

Biology 
• Teaching– UNC-CH: Genetics, Dev Bio 
• Now 

» Direct the Academic & Career Excellence 
Program at UNC  

• Providing academic support for graduate students 
in courses, for qualifying exam prep, and to 
enhance critical analysis skills 

• Monitor and enhance success of IMSD students 
» Direct the Lab Skills BootCamp for incoming 

PREP scholars 
» Direct the Summer of Learning and Research 

(SOLAR) program 
 



Today’s Discussion 
• My Credentials 

• To Be Competitive, you have to understand 
the Graduate Program & Admissions Process 

 
• What are Admissions Committees looking for 

in the Application Materials… 
 

• Now, how can your summer research 
experience help… 



• 1 Umbrella program is the 
entry mechanism  14 PhD 
programs 
 

• 300+ active research faculty 
affiliated with these 14 
programs 
 

• Many additional training 
programs 

www.med.unc.edu/bbsp 



BBSP Students Join a Program 
• Biochemistry & Biophysics 
• Bioinformatics & Computational Biology 
• Biology 
• Cell & Developmental Biology 
• Cellular & Molecular Physiology 
• Chemistry 
• Genetics & Molecular Biology 
• Microbiology & Immunology 
• Molecular & Cellular Pathology 
• Neurobiology 
• Oral Biology 
• Pharmaceutical Sciences 
• Pharmacology 
• Toxicology 



BBSP Faculty Research Areas 
 BBSP students have a wide range of research opportunities available to them. 

The 14 participating PhD programs together comprise over 400 faculty with a 
variety of research interests, many of which span multiple areas. 

 
 Bacteriology  Drug Delivery  Organismal Biology 
 Behavior  Drug Discovery  Pathogenesis & Infection 
 Biochemistry  Ecology   Pathology 
 Bioinformatics  Evolutionary Biology Pharmacology 
 Biomaterials  Genetics   Physiology 
 Biophysics  Genomics  Plant Biology 
 Cancer Biology  Immunology  Stem Cells 
 Cardiovascular Biology Mineralized Tissue  Structural Biology 
 Cell Biology  Molecular Biology  Systems Biology 
 Cell Signaling  Molecular Medicine  Toxicology 
 Chemical Biology Nanomedicine  Translational Medicine 
 Computational Biology Neurobiology  Virology 
 Developmental Biology 



1st year groups 3 rotations coursework Year 1 

First year class 

End of Year 1 
and beyond 

Matriculate into individual programs: 
complete degree course requirements 

take qualifying exams 
dissertation research 

BBSP First Year 



Financial Support 
• Stipend for 2013-2014 is $27,500/yr 

 
• Students GUARANTEED stipend support 

for 5 years if they remain in good 
academic standing  
 

• Health insurance, tuition, fees paid by the 
program (for the enrollee only) 

 
 



• Apply -- Applications are submitted and 
binned to 1 of 4 different Admissions 
Committees based on the applicant’s 
research interests and experience.   

• Review -- Faculty review the applications and 
select interviewees.   

• Interview -- Interviewees visit UNC and meet 
with faculty, students, and staff during 1 of 5 
interview weekends held Jan-Mar.   

• Admission -- Committees meet following 
each weekend to decide Admissions Offers.   

• Acceptance -- Initial offers are made, and 
additional offers may follow based on 
applicant decisions. 

Admissions Overview 



Apply Early to Increase your Chances 
for Admission 

• BBSP 2013 Deadline 
–    Dec. 3rd  

• 4 Admissions 
Committees 

• Application review 
begins well BEFORE 
the deadline 

• Committees start 
meeting in December 

• Greatest success – 
early reviewed 
applications 
(because the cmte 
hasn’t seen the 
entire pool) 

• Applications will not 
be reviewed without 
GRE scores, 
transcript, and at 
least 2 of the 3 
required letters 



Who’s on the Committee 
• UNC Faculty who have active research 

programs and labs… 
» Faculty in need of graduate students! 

(Employers seeking employees!) 
• Review Process: 

» Each Application is assigned to 2-3 faculty for 
review.   

» They review all materials and score the 
application. 

» Applications are ranked based on average 
score. 

» Applications above the cut-off score are 
discussed during the cmte mtg to decide 
interview offers. 

» Any application (including those below the cut-
off) can be brought up for discussion. 



SO, WHAT’S THE 
GOAL OF THE 
APPLICATION? 

To make it to the next step in 
the admissions process… 



What’s the Goal of the 
Application? 

» Avoid being thrown into the “No Interview” 
group 

» Convince faculty reviewers that you know 
what grad school is about  

» Demonstrate that you have experience in a 
similar research/academic environment 

» Persuade faculty to want to meet you and/or 
want to “hire” you  
 
 

GET AN INTERVIEW! 

Last year: >1250 applications for ~292 interviews 
 
 



Today’s Discussion 
• My Credentials 

 
• To Be Competitive, you have to understand 

the Graduate Program & Admissions Process 
 
 
 
 

• Now, how can your summer research 
experience help… 
 
 

• What are Admissions Committees looking for 
in the Application Materials… 

 
 



Graduate School is a Job  
The research advisor’s lab is 

a business, and you are a  
~$200K investment! 

• He/She will hire the best 
students 

• The results need to support 
his/her research goals 

• He/She needs employees that 
are team players 

• He/She needs employees that 
are self motivated 

• He/She needs you to help 
them succeed in their own 
career 
 



A Mentor’s View: The Package 
(remember these for LOR’s) 

• Hard Working 
• Independent 
• Critical Thinker 
• Team Player 
• Passionate about Science 
• Creative 

• Mentors Hate to see – disinterest, cell 
phones, Facebook, email, web surfing!!! 

• They also dislike inefficiency!!! 
 



1 Choose your lab wisely 
2 Take ownership of your 

project 
3 Don’t work in a vacuum!!! 
4 Read papers and ask 

questions 
5 Follow your curiosity and 

passions 
6 Don’t let discouragement 

drag you down 
7 Work hard  

 

7 Habits of Highly Effective Graduate 
Students 



A Competitive Application… 

• Project-based research experience 
• Strong Letters of Recommendation 
• Statement of Purpose 
• GPA 
• GRE scores 



What is Project-Based 
Research? 

• No lab technician 
• Real hypothesis-driven project 

» Scientific Question 
» Hypothesis 
» General methodology 
» Findings 
» What does your work mean to you, the lab, the 

field? 
» Take ownership and drive the project! 

• Presentations/publications 

How do you get this kind of experience? 
• Summer Research programs 
• Postbacc Programs 
• Project-based research at your home institution 



» Letter writers can defend your application in a 
manner you are not qualified to… so, show 
them your entire application.  If you can’t do 
this, then why are you applying? 

» Letters writers should want you in their 
lab/program 

» Letter readers should want you to rotate in 
their lab 

• How will you accomplish this? 
• What should the letters say? 

Letters of Recommendation (LORs) 

 LORs can make or break an application 

» Who will be your letter writers? Why? 
» How/When will you ask them? 



LORs should… 

• Not be less than 1 page… that’s too short 
• Not be more than 2 pages… that’s too long 
• Focus on the applicant… not the project 
• Briefly establish the letter writer’s credentials 
• Indicate how the applicant compares to other 

grad students or undergrads that the author 
has trained and have been successful in grad 
school 

• Answer the question, “Would you accept this 
student into your lab?” 

• Expound upon the applicant’s likelihood for 
success in grad school and beyond? 



Statement of Purpose… 
not a Personal Statement 

• Read the Directions!  Include the following… 
» Genuine, long-standing interest in science 
» Why research?  What is your experience in 

RESEARCH?  “Why should we hire you?”  
» Realistic expectations of graduate education 
» Why you are interested in a PhD?  What are your career 

plans, and why is the PhD necessary for you to get 
there? 

» Why UNC? (or the school of choice) 
» Remember, you are a small business hire! 

 
• Be sure to address any “red flags” in your application – low 

GRE scores, low cumulative or science GPA, limited 
research experience, etc.  Are you a risk?  If you can’t 
identify the red flags, ask someone else. 

• Remember, what is the reader (faculty reviewer) looking for? 



Quantitative score is more important in the 
sciences that the Verbal score… but try to do 
well on all components of the exam! 

 
The average percentiles of matriculating students 

for Fall 2013 are ~75% for both verbal and 
quantitative. 

 
◦ How will you prepare for the GRE? 

◦ What do a good GPA and low GRE scores 
suggest? 

◦ What about the opposite? 
 

◦ You must prepare for the exam if you want to go 
to grad school!  You’re not a poor test-taker if 
you don’t prepare for months… you’re just lazy! 
 
 
 

GRE Scores 



Cumulative and Science GPA are important. 
C’s or lower in science courses are a 
problem… 

 
You may not be able to do anything about your 

grades, but don’t hide them – no 
“elephants in the room”! 

 
Explain any issues… 
 
Enroll in grad-level courses to mitigate any 

problems and demonstrate that they are 
behind you 

 
 
 

 
 
 

GPA 



Remember a “Package” as we 
review some letters... 

A Mentor’s View: The Package 
• Hard Working 
• Independent 
• Critical Thinker 
• Team Player 
• Passionate about Science 
• Creative 



Student 1 - 3.6 gpa; GRE: 46th% V, 61st% 
Q, 45th% W 

 



Student 2 – 3.8 gpa; GRE: 18th% V, 65th% 
Q, 11th% W 

 



Student 2 continued – 3.8 gpa;  
GRE: 18th% V, 65th% Q, 11th% W 



Student 3 – 3.3 gpa; GRE: 36th% V, 22nd% Q, 72nd% W 



Who was offered an interview? 

 
• S1 - 3.6; 46%, 61%, 45% 

 
• S2 - 3.8; 18%, 65%, 11% 

 
• S3 - 3.3; 36%, 22%, 72% 

 
 

  
 



Who was offered an interview? 

• S1 - 3.6; 46%, 61%, 45% -- NO  
 

• S2 - 3.8; 18%, 65%, 11% -- YES 
 

• S3 - 3.3; 36%, 22%, 72% -- YES 
  

 

• WHY??? 
  

 



Think about this… 
• If you were applying to grad school right 

now… 
» Who would be your strongest letter writer?  

Are you sure?  Why? 
» What could/would they do or say in the letter 

to help you gain admission? 
  

 
» If you don’t know the answers to the 

questions above, then why are you requesting 
a letter from that person? 
 

• REMEMBER, Your application is Your best 
representation of You and Your 
qualifications… what does it say about You 
when You choose recommenders poorly? 
 
 

  
 



Today’s Discussion 
• My Credentials 

 
• To Be Competitive, you have to understand 

the Graduate Program & Admissions Process 
 
 
 
 

• Now, how can your summer (or other) 
research experience help… 
 
 

• What are Admissions Committees looking for 
in the Application Materials… 

 
 



In lieu of what we’ve discussed 
so far…  

• How will your research experience help you 
reach your goals for graduate school? 
 

• What are you going to do to make sure that 
happens? 



To Establish a Relationship and 
Communicate with Your Research Mentor 
① Meet regularly – it keeps you motivated to make progress and keeps your 

mentor aware of your work.   
② Prepare for your meetings – bring a list of topics, plan for what you hope to get 

out of the meeting, send a summary of progress since the last meeting 
③ Follow-up – after each meeting with a brief summary that includes time and plan 

for next meeting, new summary of what you think you are doing, to do list for 
yourself, to do list for your advisor, list of related work to read, list of major topics 
discussed, list of what you agreed upon 

④ Be professional – don’t let your personal life impact your professional life 
⑤ Communication is key – set up a system that fits their style 
⑥ Be honest – about your skills and knowledge 
⑦ Establish multiple mentors 
⑧ Don’t sit back and wait for your mentor to guide you 
⑨ Be open to feedback  
⑩ Communicate clearly and address any issues sooner than later 

 
 
 



Remember The Package  
and Be The Package 

• Hard Working 
• Independent 
• Critical Thinker 
• Team Player 
• Passionate about Science 
• Creative 



Demonstrate the Package! 

• Get the research experience you need 
• Act like a grad student or learn how 
• Talk to your PI/program director about 

your plans and get their support and buy-
in  

• Get feedback about your strengths and 
weaknesses and improve 

• Find out what the programs will be looking 
for, and be that! 

 
• Earn the letter that you need! 



Let’s Review 
• Apply Early 
• Know the process 
• Remember that you’re applying for a job…  

» The positions are in a small business 
» Work to get an interview 
» The job supports the life and career of several people 

including the research PI (Faculty) 

• Know what the program is looking for and be that! 
 

… and if you don’t have the needed experience, get it! 



June to May mentored research experience 
Labs skills boot camp in early summer 
GRE prep course tailored to your needs 
Take graduate level course in the fall 
Get help with grad school applications and 

interviews 
http://med.unc.edu/prep 

If you don’t gain admission this year, then 
present a stronger package next year! 



I’m happy to answer any questions you have. 
 
Summer Research programs: 
Jessica Harrell, Ph.D. 
jessica_harrell@med.unc.edu 
 
 
Postbacc program: PhD programs: 
Josh Hall, Ph.D.  Ashalla Freeman, Ph.D. 
jdhall@unc.edu  ashalla@unc.edu  
 

Good Luck and Thank you 
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