


Let’s Talk About Grad 
School Applications
- 6 Recent Grads from the Class of 2020 



Agenda

● General Differences between applying to Canadian & US Grad Schools 
● Application Materials: 

○ GRE, SOP, CV, Transcript, Reference Letters, Interviews

● Suggested Timeline 
● Choosing your grad school program/lab 
● How COVID-19 is going to affect grad school applications & life 
● Personal Experiences 
● Q & A on Submitted Questions followed by Live Q & A 



General Differences

US Canada

● Typically PhD only
● Stipend ~30-40k USD, taxed

○ 100k with tuition
● Rotation system is more common

○ Ranges from 4 weeks to 4 months 
per rotation 

● Often require TAship
● Qualifying exam in 2nd year

● Masters and PhD
● Stipend ~20k CAD

○ 28k with tuition
● Most schools do not have rotations
● Transfer exam in 2nd year (if continuing into 

a PhD from a Masters)
● Qualifying exam in 2nd year for direct-entry 

PhD students

*Stipend may differ for international students based on tuition costs



The General Application Process

US Canada

Deadlines: 1st December to 1st Jan
Interviews: Mid Jan to mid March
Decisions: Rolling with 15th April deadline

Required Materials

● Transcript
● CV
● 3 references (at least)
● Statement of Purpose + additional essays 

(depends on school)
● GRE (depends on school)

Deadlines: Jan and late spring/early summer for 
fall admission 
Interviews: Open House after admission
Decisions: A few weeks after the deadline or rolling

Required Materials

● Transcript
● CV
● 2 or 3 references
● Letter of intent

*International students may require submission of extra materials and/or securing a sponsor prior to applying



Application Materials: Graduate Record 
Examinations (GRE)

● GRE is a standardized test 
○ Quantitative - “high school” math
○ Verbal - vocab and comprehension 
○ Writing - essay writing 

● Test fee: $205 USD 
○ Can submit scores to 4 schools on test day without extra fees
○ $27 USD per recipient after test day

● Many schools are no longer accepting GRE scores or have made it optional



Application Materials: Statement of Purpose (SOP) 

● 1 to 2 pages explaining your research background and interests and why 
they should choose you

● A coherent “story” highlighting your research experience and the 
development of your interests

● Goal: persuade the selection committee that you would have success in 
graduate studies and back it up with solid achievements

● Some schools may ask for a research summary



Application Materials: Statement of Purpose (SOP) 

Typically, the SOP is divided into 3 sections:

● Intro
○ How did you become interested in science or a specific discipline?
○ Avoid a long autobiography or sentimental story

● Body
○ Describe your research experiences

■ Title of project 
■ Contributions 
■ What did you learn from your experience?

○ Can mention some extracurriculars and awards that are relevant to your research career



Application Materials: Statement of Purpose (SOP) 

● Body (cont.)
○ Elaborate on your academic interests

■ Don’t be too specific
■ Which scientists’ work aligns with your research interests?

● Mention 2 or 3 PIs whose lab you would like to rotate in -> this will require time 
so start early!

● Outro
○ Summarize your experiences and explain briefly why you would make a good graduate 

student
○ What are your career goals and why is this SPECIFIC university a good fit?



Application Materials: Statement of Purpose (SOP) 

General advice:

● Don’t repeat what is on your CV
● Highlight PIs whose work you are interested in
● Tailor to school -> what about the program attracts you?
● Pay attention to length 
● Have selection committee members or PI read over it***



Application Materials: Curriculum vitae

● Applications typically ask for a CV, not resume 
○ CVs are longer and contain more information 

● Suggested headings:
○ Research experience
○ Work experience
○ Extracurriculars
○ Awards/Scholarships
○ Academic poster presentations
○ Publications
○ Courses 

● Some schools ask not to include information about your GPA in your CV



Application Materials: Transcript

● Some schools do not require an official transcript for the application
● Grade requirements vary by school and program

○ UofT BCH: overall B+ in last two years 
○ UofT MGY: B+ cGPA and in the final year for Masters, A- cGPA and in the final year for 

direct-entry PhD
○ UPenn Cell and Molecular Biology: 3.82 GPA average for Fall 2020

● Schools with Nov/Dec application deadlines will not see your final year 
marks
○ Admissions offer will be conditional on maintaining your GPA and completion of your degree



Application Materials: Reference Letters 

● How to choose your referees (3)
○ PIs/research supervisors. (may be a requirement to have at least 1)
○ Professors from courses where they got to know you directly.
○ Ask if they can write a strong reference letter.

● How to approach/remind your referees
○ Approach in person or by email at least 1-2 months before the deadline.
○ Send them your transcript, CV, and list of programs you’re applying to + deadlines. 
○ I also added an additional document with specific details I wanted to remind them/mention in the 

letters, like projects in the lab, special contributions or grade in a course.
○ Send reminders before deadlines. (Most profs will submit letters right before the deadline)

● Waiving your right to view the letters
○ Waiving rights is strongly recommended.



Interviews

● Timeline
○ Offers: Late December to January.
○ Interviews: January to March

● Tips for interview prep:
○ Do your research on the program/professors.
○ Practice with possible interview questions. 
○ Remember you are selecting the program as much as they are selecting you.

● Hearing back post-interview
○ Depends on the program.



Your Personal Timeline

● Start thinking about schools you want to apply to as soon as possible 
(recommended timeline: by September/October)

● Prepare application materials
○ Can start writing a draft of SOP right now, and personalize closer to application deadlines
○ Ask references around October
○ Should try to keep CV up to date at all times (I update mine whenever I start a new position)

● Coursework will quickly pick up, so my tips are to start thinking about it now, 
and to have a plan - think about all your deadlines and make detailed 
personal goals for what you want to accomplish every month



Choosing the Program/Lab

● Identifying programs
● How many programs to apply to
● Choosing labs of interest

○ How: Faculty pages,  social media
○ Factors: famous profs, established vs new labs, lab productivity

● Emailing/contacting profs before you apply
● Interviews and Rotations



How COVID-19 is going to affect grad school applications & life  

Obviously we are all still uncertain how this will impact grad school admissions 
in 2021, but some changes we are seeing currently:

● Online interviews
● We’re seeing alternative options to rotations

○ Modified version of rotations - more focus on computational projects/online work
○ Direct entry into thesis lab
○ Deferral

● Expect admissions to potentially be more difficult next year



Personal experience: Mikaela

● Incoming PhD student at UofT Biochemistry (Brown lab)
● Got accepted direct-entry PhD to Biochem and MolGen at UofT

○ Biochemistry specialist, worked in three research labs at UofT during my undergrad
○ I worked with PIs in both departments from undergrad, so I opted for direct entry into a 

thesis lab

● Advice
○ Start preparing early, apply for earlier deadlines - it will save you some stress
○ The lab you pick is more important than the program
○ Reach out to others for support! 



Personal experience: Yun

● Incoming MD/PhD (Whiteside Scholar) at UofT in September
● Accepted to Harvard BBS, Yale BBS, MSKCC BMS, Rockefeller U
● Waitlisted at CSHL WSBS, McGill MD/PhD
● Also received interviews at SCI Cambridge, UCSF BMS, McMaster/uOttawa MD, 

● Broadly picked umbrella programs according to strengths (dev + stem cell biology)
● Random Tips: 

○ Tie a narrative of your experiences and research background - understand the ‘game’
○ Plan ahead if flying for interviews - travelling every weekend is exhausting, prep is tiring, BAC 

will increase (hopefully not too much) 
○ Read as broadly as possible in the months leading to the interview 



Personal experience: Muhammad

● Incoming PhD at MIT Biology
● Applied to Harvard BBS, Yale BBS, Stanford Biosciences, MIT Biology
● Biochemistry specialist. 3 years of research experience in 2 research labs at UofT
● Picked umbrella programs located mostly on East Coast 
● Tips:

○ Don’t waste time/money on GRE
○ Start working early
○ Apply to more than 4 top programs/have safety schools
○ Don’t panic



Personal experience: Kevin

● Molecular Genetics and Microbiology Specialist - Genetics
● Incoming PhD student at Yale BBS

○ Gruber Science Fellow (exceptional)

● Accepted to direct-entry PhD in MoGen at UofT and PhD in BBS at Yale
● Favoured towards umbrella programs

○ Allows for more options during rotations
○ Tend to be the ones that do not require GRE

● General advice:
○ Know all the application deadline dates and have a schedule
○ Ask for help - friends, lab members, professors, PI 



Personal experience: Evelyn

● Incoming PhD student at Caltech Biochemistry and Molecular Biophysics
● Accepted to Caltech BMB, Yale BQBS and UofT Biochem (direct entry PhD)
● Also applied to Harvard BBS, MIT biology, Columbia BMB, UCSF Biophysics, UW BPSD 
● Picked programs that focus on structural biology/biophysics (locations also)
● Things I wish I knew

○ Reach out for help - PIs, Professors, Lab members
○ Check admission statistics 
○ A good fit > credentials 
○ There’s no such thing as a safety school



Q&A: Submitted Questions

1. What would you say is the most crucial thing in applying to grad school?

2. How do American admission committees perceive international (Canadian) 

applicants? Are we already disadvantaged?

3. GRE optionality: should a Canadian still take them to apply to American schools?

4. What do the interviews focus on - your experience/interests/goals/life? All of the 

above?

5. Is there any advantage/disadvantage to directly applying to a Ph.D.? If you apply to a 

direct-entry Ph.D. and get rejected, do they offer you admission into the Master’s 

program instead?



Q&A: Submitted Questions

6.  Tips and Tricks about doing the best research and how to cope with pre- and during 

      Interview anxiety and stress.

7. How hard is it to apply for scholarships and grants (e.g. NSERC CGS M)  When do 

     you typically start applying? 

8.  I've heard that grad schools don't care as much for ECs as med schools do; does 

     this mean that I don't really have to engage in clubs 

9. What kind of  support did you get while applying (eg. from the registrar/their 

    PI/parents/networking) and how did that affect your application process



Live Q&A



Extra resources

● Master List of interview questions: 
https://www.reddit.com/r/gradadmissions/comments/a4vpc4/master_list_
of_interview_questions/

● SOP tips:
https://www.reddit.com/r/StatementOfPurpose/comments/9k40n9/sop_tip
s_thread/

● “Kisses of Death in the Graduate School Application Process”: 
https://psychology.unl.edu/psichi/Graduate_School_Application_Kisses_of_
Death.pdf 

https://www.reddit.com/r/gradadmissions/comments/a4vpc4/master_list_of_interview_questions/
https://www.reddit.com/r/gradadmissions/comments/a4vpc4/master_list_of_interview_questions/
https://www.reddit.com/r/StatementOfPurpose/comments/9k40n9/sop_tips_thread/
https://www.reddit.com/r/StatementOfPurpose/comments/9k40n9/sop_tips_thread/
https://psychology.unl.edu/psichi/Graduate_School_Application_Kisses_of_Death.pdf
https://psychology.unl.edu/psichi/Graduate_School_Application_Kisses_of_Death.pdf


Contact information for speakers

● Mikaela: mikaela.palandra@mail.utoronto.ca
● Muhammad: muhammad.munim@mail.utoronto.ca
● Mindy: mindy.lam@mail.utoronto.ca
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