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Getting into a PhD program can be extremely confusing, from figuring out when and how to

email professors to what to include in your statement of purpose. This guide is meant to be a

one-stop shop for all your questions and includes real examples, from emails to send letter of

recommendation writers to a complete statement of purpose. This guide will surely "Demystify

the PhD Process" for you and provide you with the tips and tricks to get into a top PhD program.
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WordsIntroductionIf you have picked up this book, you are probably considering a PhD

program and are well on your way to getting there for taking the initiative to read this.As

someone who has gone through the process, I know full well how hard and confusing applying

to PhD programs can be, from researching and contacting professors to writing a statement of

purpose.Luckily, you don’t have to figure it out alone.Through this guide, I hope to fully

demystify the PhD process and give you the tips and tricks I used to successfully get into a

premier research institution. This book also features real examples, from the statement of

purpose that I submitted to MIT to the emails I’ve sent to professors that have landed me offers

of admission.The goal of this guide is to be a one stop shop for all your PhD questions and

concerns.So, let’s get started!Who Am I?The first question you probably have is, “Why should I

even read this? Who is this “Breanna Lam?”I am currently an incoming PhD student at one of

the top research universities in the United States – Massachusetts Institute of Technology. I

was also selected for the highly competitive and prestigious National Science Foundation

Graduate Research Fellowship.In the fall of 2020, I applied to some of the top universities

across the country and got multiple offers from top biology PhD programs such as UCSF,

Johns Hopkins, Yale University and more. I have been where you are and I know the feelings of

confusion, dread, anxiety, fear, excitement and even relief.As a first-generation graduate

student, I knew nothing about PhD programs coming into college. The things that I share with

you in this book are from the many, many conversations I have had with graduate students,

PIs, professors and mentors that have guided me along the way.So many others have helped

me, and as a result, I have written this book to guide students who are going through the same

process I went through and hopefully make this easier for you!If you follow my LinkedIn (), you

know that I value transparency, and my whole goal is to “Demystify the PhD process.”Who

Should Get a PhD?There is a long-standing idea that PhDs are for people who want to

become academics, or more specifically, professors and principal investigators (PIs).Well, that

is not true. Times are changing, and graduate programs know that not everyone wants to be an

academic. In fact, there is much more diversity in programs and more resources for different

careers.Like any form of higher education, a PhD is not for everyone. It is an excruciatingly

long journey during some of the best years of your life.In my opinion, people who should get a

PhD are people who are:1. Passionate about the fieldUnlike with high school and even college

nowadays, the people who are attending a PhD program, for the most part, want to be there.

They are choosing to spend anywhere from 4-7 years of their life continuing education in a

specific field and conducting research.The people I’ve met pursuing PhD programs are

intellectually curious, passionate, and excited by their field of study. It’s hard to feign interest in

something you don’t like, and if you are not excited by the research work you’re doing - if it



doesn’t keep you up at night - then maybe a PhD is not for you.2. Want to develop as a

professionalMany people also choose to get a PhD because they want to become credible

experts in their field and learn valuable skills, like writing, communicating effectively, and more.

Getting a PhD is a great way to show future employers that you can troubleshoot, think

critically, and research different topics.The purpose of graduate school is to get the training

necessary to become a professional. If you are interested in a specific line of work that

requires a PhD and you are truly interested in learning more, then a PhD is a good fit for you.3.

Challenge themselvesThe last, main reason people often choose to get a PhD is to challenge

themselves. As I mentioned, a PhD is a long endeavor and along the way, you learn a lot about

yourself and what you are capable of. In my opinion, getting a PhD is a show of perseverance

and grit since graduate school and research are extremely challenging. If you want to do

something hard, this is one of those things you can do.How Much Does a PhD Cost?People

are often discouraged from pursuing higher education because of the ever-increasing costs. To

add on, you can find numerous amounts of horror stories about student loans and how some

people are still paying them off in their 40s and 50s. So why on earth would anybody subject

themselves to more school and with it, more debt?If you’ve picked up this book, you’re

probably interested in pursuing a PhD. If you don’t know this already, PhD programs are

completely free!Most PhD programs will fund students who have been accepted to their

program for a certain number of years – this funding can either come from the department or

the PI the student will be working with. This funding comes in the form of a stipend that is

meant to be used for housing and living expenses. In addition to that, PhD programs cover full

tuition and healthcare.Now, I know that sounds too good to be true and in part it is. Some

programs have a teaching assistant requirement that states that students have to teach/work a

certain number of hours to be funded. Other programs have minimum GPA requirements,

certain courses that must be taken, etc.For the Department of Biology at MIT, my stipend will

be at least $41,225 for the 2021-2022 school year (the stipend hasn’t been determined at the

time of writing), in addition to full tuition and healthcare.Each program has different stipend

levels, which largely depends on the cost of living in that location and the amount of funding

the programs have.Now that you know you can afford to get a PhD, let’s move on.Do I Have to

Teach to Get a PhD?When I was applying to PhD programs, I heavily considered the

program's requirements, and, more specifically, whether there was a teaching requirement.I

totally understand that not everyone who goes into a PhD program is trying to become a

professor. I know that I definitely do NOT want to be a professor.So, do you have to teach to

get a PhD? The short answer is no.The longer answer is that it depends on the specific

program. For some of the schools I was applying to, there were no teaching requirements;

however, if you were interested in teaching, there were tons of resources and teaching

opportunities available.For a school like UCSF where there are no undergraduates, there is no

teaching requirement for the TETRAD program. In contrast, my program at MIT does have a

teaching requirement during the second and fourth years. These requirements have to be

fulfilled to graduate.If you’re interested in becoming a professor, then definitely take advantage

of the teaching requirements. You can also teach outside of the requirement for more

money.And if you don’t want to teach, make sure you find a program that will allow you to focus

your time on research, rather than being in a classroom.How to Pick A PhD ProgramSo you’ve

decided that you want to get a PhD…now what? You might be interested in multiple fields. You

might want to live on the East Coast or the West Coast, you might want to try something

completely new.Here are some things to consider and ask yourself as you begin looking at

different programs:
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demystifying the devil where to watch

Samarth Aggarwal, “A must have if you want to stand out in your application process! A true

guide.. This is an amazing piece. Reading the entire book has enabled me to create a roadmap

as to how I should be approaching the application cycle given that their fierce competition for

some of the most competitive programs. Breanna did a great job writing this out and I would

recommend this to EVERYONE!”

Digvijay singh, “Very relevant for PhD applicants. Very insightful book with real examples of

relevant material, especially for prospective PhD applicants. There is not any other resource

that comes close to it. Highly recommended for anyone thinking about applying for PhD

programs!”

Randy YH, “Super useful. I would suggest anyone seriously applying to graduate school to

read this little book. And I should know because I am a PI who has been involved in many

graduates student recruitment and interview cycles. Good stuff enthusiastically delivered !”

Fiona, “This book played a big role in my applications (Yale, Cambridge, and others). I applied

to PhD programs for Fall 2022 and purchased Breanna's book during my application phase in

July after seeing her LinkedIn posts. As someone who doesn't have anyone in their family that

ever applied to or started a PhD, the entire process of PhD applications was a mystery. In

addition, I was applying not only to programs in my home country, Germany, but also to Yale

and the University of Cambridge - charting waters in different countries and unfamiliar

education systems. Together with her posts and other information on the internet, Breanna's

book was a good guide to contacting professors in the US (& UK) and writing a statement of

purpose/motivation letter.I think the guidance this book gave me (alongside other factors)

played an important role in my admissions and overall, the offer rate is beyond me (4/5 - offer

from Yale, a conditional offer from Cambridge, and two offers from programs in

Germany).However, I do have some things to note and suggestions in case the author wants to

add to her book:I found that I was missing a template for what to (and what not to) include on

one's CV. Especially given that different cultures prefer different formats for CVs, an outline for

a CV would have been nice to include.Additionally, I think the "interview process" section of the

book could be improved on - which questions does one usually encounter and what questions

could you ask your student host for example?Breanna could also possibly consider adding a

section that describes her decision making process after getting her offers.Overall this book

has been extremely helpful and I wanted to thank Breanna for publishing it.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Helped me clean up my rookie mistakes!. The example of the statement

of purpose was insightful. I instantly recognised, what was missing in mine. The tips are to the

point and specific. Breanne is engaging on her linkedin so that is highly recommended!”

Maitreyee Bhalme, “Very useful!. Must read for all the PhD aspirants. Summarises the

complete PhD process with all the relevant information.”

The book by Breanna  Lam has a rating of  5 out of 4.6. 12 people have provided feedback.
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