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Preface
 The slides that follow form the basis for 

the second part of an interactive seminar 
targeted at Ph.D. students entering their 
penultimate or final year of study and who 
are considering applying for postdoctoral 
positions in astrophysics.

 There are many ways to generate 
excellent application materials and, as 
such, the comments are designed to 
stimulate discussion/thought rather than 
to act simply as prescriptive instructions
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Astronomical Job Applications:
The Nuts & Bolts

Paul Hewett



19-Aug-24 Job Application Nuts & Bolts 3

Applications
 How to Apply
 Cover letter and CV
 Referees
 Publication List
 Research Proposals and Summary
 Targeting
 Profile Raising
 Talks, Interviews
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What to apply for?

 Discuss with your Supervisor(s)
 “You don’t get what you don’t apply for”
 Be realistic!
 You are unlikely to get a desirable job in 

an area where you have little or no 
experience / relevant expertise

 How many positions should I apply for?
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How to apply
 Essentially all submissions via an on-line-form 

– includes all major fellowships
 Meet the application deadline!
 A number of PDRA positions ask for a 

covering “letter”
• State position for which you are applying
• Use to promote link with department/project 

 In the UK at least, the on-line application may 
not be very academic-position focussed!
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Practicalities
 Will take some effort and time
 My sense – longer than was the case
 Given multiple applications the norm 

– work on making your applications 
modular wherever possible
- can make “research experience” 

essentially standard
 “cover letter” for PDRAs now quite 

common. Include/explain department 
connection

 Use the resource in department to help
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CV – What to include        
 Personal details - including contact information
 Academic record from first degree onwards
 Research experience  
 Telescope/computing facility awards
 Talks at major meetings - say if “invited”/review
 Data reduction and computing skills – enhance if 

mentioned as a requirement
 Public Understanding of Science work and 

anything else relevant which shows your 
communication skills including languages

 Any widening participation/diversity activities, 
EDI involvement

 Supervision/teaching experience
 Clear, easy to read - no more than two A4 pages
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CV  – What NOT to include

 All your GCSE and A level results
 Life saving and music certificates
 Employment history of summer jobs 

unless relevant to research
 Long essays on anything – they will not 

be read!

 University Careers Service – good 
booklet/advice [on-line] for CVs
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Recent development: 
“narrative cv” with 
explicit questions

Not common for first 
fellowship/PDRA 
applications but 
becoming more so
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W ukri.org

Module 1 – Contributions to the generation of new  ideas, tools, methodologies or
knowledge

Module 2 – The development of others and  maintenance of effective working
relationships

Module 3 – Contributions to the wider research and  innovation community

Module 4 – Contributions to broader  research/innovation-users and audiences and 
towards  wider societal benefit

Narrative CV – UKRI seem to change every year

Current format consists of four “modules” with titles

Use to inform what you are trying to convey even 
with a CV in conventional format
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Referees
 Ask the advice of your supervisor
 Who to choose – 2 or mostly 3 required

• Your supervisor
• Someone who knows your work well, e.g. 

postdoctoral researcher in group
• Non-IoA collaborator
• One of your supervisors’ collaborators if 

they are familiar with your work
• Head of Department or VIP – but think first

 Variety good, e.g. try and avoid all IoA
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Asking Referees

 Ask in good time*, particularly the first 
occasion when your reference has to be 
written from scratch

 Supply full details of the position you are 
applying for [AAS Job Register link as a 
minimum]

 Provide a copy of/link_to your application 
* Does NOT mean 24 hours!
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List of Publications
 Follow a conventional style 

• Refereed publications are most important 
– list most recent first (with titles)

• Include “in press” and submitted papers –
arXiv/astro-ph but make status clear

• “In preparation”?
• Make contribution clear – large projects
• If not yet publicly available, include web 

address [perhaps in internal project-review]
• Conventional to keep conference proceedings 

and non-refereed papers separate
 Do not send/attach pdfs/copies of your 

publications unless asked to do so
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Main Application Text
 What is required depends on whether the 

position is an individual fellowship or a PDRA 
position associated with specific individual or 
project

 For fellowships you will need a “research 
proposal” – what you plan to do in the 
[typically] three year period of the fellowship, 
all in just two or three pages

 For PDRA positions you will need a research/ 
skills summary – again in no more than two or 
three pages. Might include a section on what 
you will bring to the project, including plans for 
your ~10-33% research time [but cover letter]
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Research Proposal
 For fellowships, your application will be one of 

many and, for very competitive positions, 
maybe one of ~200

 Majority of committee assessors/readers not 
remotely “expert” in your field

 You should ensure that the main thrust of your 
proposal is conveyed in the first one or two 
paragraphs 

 More information/detail follows in remainder of 
allowed space

 Well-chosen figure(s)/diagram(s) can be 
advantageous 
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Research Proposal (cont.)
 Essential and a key element for success in 

fellowship applications
 Remember that, almost by definition, you will 

be working in an area that is important/high-
profile

 Be realistic – good to show range of interests 
but remember you are applying for a two / 
three year position

 Why will you, or the idea proposed, produce 
real progress in such a competitive area?
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Research Summary
 Essential for PDRA and project-linked 

applications. Some fellowship applications also 
ask for a short research summary

 As with research proposals, maximum of three 
pages and often only two

 Finishing your Ph.D. you won’t in general have 
an extensive publication list and a fair fraction 
of your efforts likely yet to be published.

 Need to make clear your expertise in science 
topics, research skills, facility-proposal 
applications, collaboration engagement,…
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Research Summary
 Probably some similarity in the science areas 

of the PDRA / Project positions in your 
applications

 Should indicate potential connection with the 
project or the PI’s research area
• “cover letter” text could be answer here
• either way, make your proposal modula with one 

paragraph/sub-section where you can individualise 
for each application 

 A well-chosen figure/diagram can be 
advantageous 
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Target/Research Key Departments

 Must contact individuals/department 
for RAS and prestige US fellowships

 Try and arrange a visit, including a 
talk, for prime job targets (money 
available for UK and EU travel). Post 
Covid-19 - easier with remote talks 

 Good departmental contacts nearly 
always advantageous (use IoA
people resource)
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Profile Raising
 Conference talks
 Visits and talks at target institutions
 One conversation at IoA coffee can 

be worth an awful lot
 Giving talks at the IoA / DAMTP / 

Physics
 Post-Covid-19 impact in positive 

sense –easier to engage
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Invited to give a talk?
 You may be invited to give a talk 

[probably remotely] as part of the 
selection process
• Make it good!
• Make it accessible
• Research/identify your audience
• Make sure you can finish on time   
• Practice it on your friends and staff
• Take memory-stick for emergency!
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The Interview
 Sounds obvious but… prepare for 

your interview!
 Find out as much as possible about 

the department, specialist subject 
areas, interview panel

 At Fellowship interviews be aware of 
broad background of interview 
committee. Be ready to explain your 
work to non-specialists

 Cambridge/Oxford College 
applications / interviews – last point 
is key



19-Aug-24 Job Application Nuts & Bolts 24

When to Apply
 You start with a huge advantage –

• because of who you are (and where 
from)

 Overseas and self-funded students –
• the academic year-end forms the 

natural break (three or four years)
 STFC students –

• up to 3.5 years funding. Post 3.5-year 
funding options are not great

• Aim at three years and you are very 
likely to finish in three (especially if you 
have a job)
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When to Apply
 Negative impact of short (three year) 

PhD on competitiveness overrated –
• Employers aren’t dumb
• In many cases the “I will be more 

competitive after four years” is not true
• Applications at end of second year for 

attractive/ideal positions very sensible
 For most individuals at your career 

stage, what is said in references (by 
whom) is a very important factor
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Resources
 http://www.ast.cam.ac.uk/~phewett

• Presentations as pdfs
• Sera Markoff 2018 presentation (more 

detailed version) of the material
• Hiranya Peiris “Fellowships” – with lots 

of good stuff
 AAS Job Register: 

http://jobregister.aas.org

http://www.ast.cam.ac.uk/%7Ephewett
http://jobregister.aas.org/
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