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This booklet has been designed to help you through PhD 

applications, from just deciding about whether to apply right 

up until interview. It does not cover everything!  But 

hopefully it should be a place to start and point you in the 

right direction of where to get more support. Good luck! 



HOW TO: 

1 

DECIDE 

“You don’t have to be an expert in anything; an 

interest in research is all you need” 

PhDs are for people who like research. It is different to your 

undergrad where you take lots of modules and learn set things from 

lecturers that talk at the front of a lecture theatre. PhDs are about 

investigating new parts about your favourite subject. 

You have a lot of freedom in the part of maths you would like to 

study, loads of experience in one specific area isn’t necessary. In fact, 

you don’t have to be an expert in anything; an interest in research is 

all you need. 

People with PhDs are thought to be geniuses, like 

Marie Curie and Hannah Fry. But at one point, they 

were all in the same position as you are: just 

thinking about doing a PhD.     

“Would I fit in?” 

You might not know everything now but that’s what your PhD is 

there to do. It will give you the tools to build that knowledge and at 

the end, you’ll find you are one of the only people that is be able to 

speak about the topic you chose.  

 Talking to current students is the best way 

to find out whether a PhD is right for you. 

“Am I good 

enough?” 



Thoughts & Ideas: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



HOW TO: SEARCH FOR PHDS 

What kind of topics did you enjoy as part of your studies? Did you like 

proving things? Did you like applying things? Did you like your 

research project? What parts did you like about it? 

Always e-mail the project supervisor so you can hear about the project 

in more depth. They love to talk about their projects especially to 

interested students. It’ll show that you are a keen student, make them 

remember you if you apply later on and give you an idea of whether 

you would get on should you be offered the project. 

1.  NARROW DOWN TOPICS 

2.  FINDING PROJECTS & GETTING SUPPORT 

3.  WHAT TO DO WHEN YOU FIND ONE 

• FindAPhD.com 

• University websites 

• Asking your supervisors, 

tutors or lecturers of topics 

you’ve enjoyed. 

• PhD application support 

events 

• Masters’ project supervisor 

• Piscopia events: 

www.piscopia.co.uk 

 TOP TIP: 

Start early! Deadlines are usually around 

December so make sure to start looking 

around September/ October. 

 REMEMBER:  You can apply to 

several projects at once. 2 

https://piscopia.co.uk/


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Project 1: 

Project 2: 

Project 3: 

APPLICATION 

DEADLINES: 

Potential Projects: 



HOW TO: 

GENERAL THINGS ABOUT YOU 

When writing your personal statement, you want to be able to tailor 

it to the specific University and project that you are applying to. 

One way to get started is to think of answering the following 

questions. It is then easier to adapt the answers to suit each 

application you submit 

WRITE A PERSONAL 

STATEMENT 

THINGS ABOUT THE SPECIFIC PROJECT 

THINGS THAT MAKE YOU RIGHT FOR THE JOB 

“For every piece of experience, try to relate this back to 

why that makes you a good fit for the project.” 

• What has drawn you to do a PhD? 

• What would you like to improve upon by doing a PhD? 

• Why are you interested in this particular area of maths? 

• Why have you chosen to apply to a specific University? 

• What specific technical skills do you have? (e.g., certain 

programming languages, modules relevant to the project) 

• What do you think makes you suitable for a PhD (soft skills e.g., 

self discipline, time management—think of experiences that have 

made you so) 

The most important thing to put across is your interest in the topic 

and demonstrating how your previous experience makes you 

suitable. For every piece of experience, try to relate this back to why 

that makes you a good fit for the 

project. 
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EXAMPLES OF BUZZWORDS: 

real-world applicability 

interdisciplinary 

analytic 

computational 

collaborative 

Thoughts & Ideas: 



A research proposal is usually a 500-word document that speaks 

about the research that you would like to study. This document is an 

opportunity to talk in depth about the project that you are applying 

to. 

HOW TO: 

“The project abstract is the starting point for 

writing your own proposal” 

When projects are advertised, abstracts about the project will be 

included which talk about the possible routes that the project 

supervisor wants to take. The project abstract is the starting point for 

writing your own proposal and is why it is important to the project 

supervisor as they can explain in more detail the possible outcomes 

of the project and the sort of techniques that might be used. 

At the end of the research proposal, you will have the opportunity to 

say whether you want to stick to this project or whether you are open 

to other projects. If you are not sure which aspect or branch of 

mathematics you are interested in, then it is best to say that you are 

open to speaking to other members of the team. (This 

can help if the University thinks your skill set may suit 

another project better.) 

 The main purpose is to explain what you are interested 

in researching and suggest possible approaches that 

could be used on the specific project. 

“Is there interest in this 

project outside of maths?” 
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WRITE A RESEARCH 

PROPOSAL 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Thoughts & Ideas: 



HOW TO: 
MAKE AN 

ACADEMIC CV 
If you are applying to do a PhD, you may need to submit an academic 

CV. This should be a short (1-2 page) document where you can briefly 

sell your achievements. This is similar to a standard CV but the focus 

should be a lot more on academic achievements. 

 Remember: keep it brief and easy to read, but 

don’t be afraid to show off your achievements. 

Even if it is not directly relevant to the PhD you are applying for, you 

should include the title of your Master’s project (or undergraduate), 

along with a brief summary. You can also highlight any relevant 

modules you have taken (include mark if you have done particularly 

well in one!) or any relevant skills you may have (e.g., 

programming languages or a sub-topic of a module that 

you have a lot of experience in).  You could also include 

something about extra-curricular activities, such as 

committees you have been on. 

“You should include the title of your masters or 

undergraduate project along with a brief summary” 

It is a good idea to divide your CV into sections to make it easier for 

someone reading it to pick out the relevant details quickly. For maths 

applications in particular, there are templates in LaTeX on Overleaf 

that will provide section headings and will make your CV look 

professional. 
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SECTIONS TO INCLUDE: SHORT PROFILE - 

EDUCATION - RESEARCH PROJECTS - SKILLS - WORK 

EXPERIENCE - EXTRA-CURRICULAR ACTIVITIES 

Experience & Skills: 



HOW TO: 

FindaPhD.com has a great blog which lists potential questions and 

guidance and what to say and not say for each question, e.g., 

“Are there any training needs that you can identify ahead of your 

PhD?” This is a great way to express that you have some weaknesses 

in a constructive way. For example, there may be a 

specific topic mentioned in the project abstract that 

you don’t have much experience in. It shows that you 

are aware of things you need to work on, which is what 

the PhD is there to help you do. 

The final stage of the application is the interview. An academic 

interview can be similar to a normal job interview, however there is 

much more emphasis on your previous work during your 

undergraduate/ masters degree, specifically on any research projects 

you may have taken part in, either alone or as part of a group. 

PREPARE FOR 

INTERVIEW 

The best way to prepare is to anticipate questions that may be asked 

and plan your answers. It is important that you have evidence to 

support your answers too, for example, don’t just say “I work well in a 

group”, instead say “I took part in a group project last year and I was 

responsible for bringing together my colleagues’ ideas to create a 

clear and cohesive report on …”. 

 Be prepared to talk about your masters/final year project, 

including some of the mathematical detail.  

6 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

INTERVIEW DATE: 

Experience & Skills: 



www.piscopia.co.uk 
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