
A Rough Guide to PhD Funding. 
By Séan Richardson (Nottingham Trent).  
 
Part One: Initial Decisions 
 
Step 1: Decide on a Project. 
 
You will likely be undertaking your PhD for at least next three years. Writing about the same                 
thing for five days a week for the next thirty-six months is a big task. It can be frustrating, difficult                    
and, on occasion, even dull. Your idea needs to be something you are willing to commit to. Of                  
course, there is room to play with the parameters once you get started, but your core project                 
should be something you are truly, unyieldingly passionate about. 
 
Academically, your project should be exciting and fresh. You are meant to be making an original                
contribution to knowledge. Think about the reading you have done over your time as an               
undergraduate, and think about what has felt ‘missing’. Perhaps there is a literary magazine              
from the early Twentieth Century that has not received proper critical attention, perhaps there              
are medieval manuscripts which have not been considered through the lens of disability studies,              
perhaps we need to think about how historic houses can do more to tell the stories of queer                  
people. Your PhD will likely be somewhere between 60 – 90,000 words, so ensure there is                
enough material to work with, and think about how the project may be split into distinct chapters.                 
These do not have to be perfect just yet, but you will need to have a rough idea of how your                     
work will be divided over the course of the PhD. It can feel like a big ask, and the best advice I                      
have received is to ‘think of your PhD as a book’. What would your title be? What would your                   
chapter breakdown look like? How would these chapters be divide? By author? By historic              
house? By landscape? By theme? By political leaning? Taking your favourite critical books out              
of the library and seeing how they are subdivided can be helpful in discovering how you would                 
like to take your work forward, as well as which style works for you. 
 
As well as ensuring your project has enough material, make sure your scope is specific enough                
to produce a refined, tight argument. Perhaps your MA thesis is an oral history of the Brixton                 
Riots, and you want to scale this up. Is there enough material to keep working on this? Could                  
you expand it by considering a broader time frame or other riots? Having a fresh idea does not                  
mean challenging the field as we know it, it means making a useful extension to existing                
criticism. 
 
Step 2: Produce a Proposal 
 
Once you have your idea, you can set about writing your initial proposal. Do not fret about this, it                   
will need redrafting and it will develop and change. What’s important is getting a workable idea                
down on paper and sending it out when it’s ready. A proposal is a short summary that outlines                  
the project you intend to undertake, why it is important and how you plan to finish it. Your                  
proposal should include: 



 
1. Why this project needs to be written. Identify a hole in existing knowledge with              

consideration of your field’s critical history. 
2. What material you will be looking at to complete your project. Which sources you will rely                

on, which research trips you will be required to go on, which archives you will need to                 
use. 

3. How you will undertake this project. What is your methodology? How will your material              
be divided and analysed? 

4. Why your university of choice is relevant to your research? What resources and training              
can they provide to help you flourish?  
 

A draft proposal should be roughly one-page long. Consider this a live document, which you will                
need to edit for each and every application you make. Some universities will require less than a                 
page, some will ask you to spread your proposal over two or more. One page is a good starting                   
point, however, as it keeps your focus tight and gives you a manageable draft to get feedback                 
on. Having produced a first draft, have it read over by an academic in your department, or                 
someone you know with significant knowledge of the field (though not necessarily the specifics              
of your project). After you have received feedback and redrafted your initial proposal, it is time to                 
start making contact with supervisors. 
 
Step 3: Search for a Supervisor 
 
When it comes to undertaking a PhD, the most important aspect after your proposal is your                
supervisor. Your supervisor will often be the only person who truly understands your project as it                
is created, and they must be able to provide helpful guidance throughout the PhD process.               
Make sure your critical interests align with their expertise from the off to avoid embarrassing or                
difficult conversations later. Just as important, your supervisor should be someone that you can              
have a good working relationship with. They should be a source of support that you can rely on                  
if something goes awry, as well as someone you can trust. Sometimes the leader in your field                 
may not be the best person to have supervise your thesis. Their work commitments may be too                 
vast or their research too pressing. A more junior academic can often provide much better               
support, as well as the time, input and canny criticism necessary to ensuring you produce a                
well-rounded thesis with minimal stress. 
 
To find potential supervisors, I created an Excel spreadsheet of every university in the country               
that I would like to attend, and then visited each of these institution’s websites. I then read each                  
academic profile and picked two potential supervisor choices at each university (some            
institutions did not have anyone specialising in my field, some only had one). I added these to                 
the spreadsheet for later reference, noting the academic’s full name, their email address and              
three reasons their work engaged with my own. I have included an example below, should this                
be difficult to imagine. Once I had my list of supervisors, I began to stratify who I would contact                   
by dividing them into Doctoral Training Partnerships and picking my top choice at each              
institution.  



 
 
Step 4: The CV. 
 
Often, you will need to submit an academic CV as part of your PhD proposal. Much like a                  
regular CV, an academic CV is used in the application process to measure your potential and                
your experience, except it primarily focuses on academic attainment. An academic CV should             
be comprised of the following sections: 
 

● Academic Interests 
● Education and Qualifications (Including a selection of your best module grades) 
● Publications (If any) 
● Research Experience (If any) 
● Conferences (If any) 
● Awards and Honours (If any) 
● Teaching Experience (If any) 
● Employment History (If any) 

 
You may not have the relevant experience to fill in all of these sections, and that is fine. The CV                    
is designed to show your interests, abilities and your skill set as a researcher, to platform your                 
potential rather than show a perfect candidate. You may want to consider the following: What               
modules have you undertaken that will support your study at PhD level? How have you tried to                 
enhance your research skills and capabilities outside of the classroom? Which conferences            
have you spoken at to share your research? Do you have any publications to your name? How                 
does your employment history engage with your PhD topic, or show soft skills such as time                
management and organisation? 
 
Highlight your strengths and focus on showing what you can bring to the table, rather than what                 
you are yet to attain. Moreover, there is time to expand your CV before the application deadline.  
 
Step 5: References. 
 
To apply for a PhD, you will usually need two references. References are an extremely               
important part of the selection process. An undergraduate or postgraduate lecturer is good.             
When asking someone to write a reference, make sure you give them a good amount of time (at                  
least 3 weeks), and inform them of your deadline. 



Part Two: Funding 
 
Step 1: Understanding Funding. 
 
So what exactly is PhD funding? Generally, PhD funding consists of a fee waiver and a stipend,                 
meaning that your training is free and you are paid to undertake your research. Generally, PhDs                
are either funded Full Time for 3 years of Part Time for 6 years. There are two main sources of                    
funding: the Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC) and institutional funding. I stress             
the word generally as there are many nuances to funding that I do not have the space to                  
surmise here, however this should provide you with a framework through which to understand              
the funding process. 
 
The main form of PhD funding in the UK is from the AHRC. The AHRC provides funding to                  
Doctoral Training Partnerships (DTPs), groups of universities that club together form a            
consortium, sharing students between institutions.  
 
There are 11 DTPs currently in operation, listed below: 

● SGSAH (AHRC Doctoral Programme Scotland) 
● Cambridge Doctoral Training Partnership 
● CHASE (Consortium for Humanities and the Arts South-East England) 
● LAHP (London Arts and Humanities Partnership) 
● North West Consortium 
● Northern Bridge Doctoral Training Partnership 
● SWW DTP (South West and Wales Doctoral Training Partnership) 
● TECHNE (London and South-East Doctoral Research Consortium) 
● M3C (Midlands Three Cities Consortium) 
● WRoCAH (White Rose College of the Arts and Humanities) 
● University of Oxford AHRC 

 
The presence of DTPs does complicate the application process, as you can only make one               
application to each DTP. What this effectively means is that if you have a supervisor in mind at                  
Exeter and Bristol, both part of the SWWC, you will have to choose a lead supervisor and a                  
co-supervisor, and ask both to take on your project. Should you have a third choice at Cardiff                 
(also in the SWWC) however, this will often mean you cannot apply to work with them, as you                  
will already have your supervisory team in mind. You will also have to apply to a main university                  
(Exeter or Bristol), and cannot make a second application to work with a different team at                
another SWWC institution. In essence, this means if you are only applying for AHRC funding,               
you can make a maximum of eleven applications. If you are applying for institutional funding               
(more below), then this may increase.  
 
Alongside AHRC funding, institutions often have their own funding streams. Finding institutional            
funding can be tricky, and the easiest way is to check each university website, as well as email                  
the Doctoral School at each institution.  

http://www.sgsah.ac.uk/dtp/
https://www.ahrcdtp.csah.cam.ac.uk/
http://www.chase.ac.uk/
https://www.lahp.ac.uk/
http://www.nwcdtp.ac.uk/
http://www.northernbridge.ac.uk/
http://www.sww-ahdtp.ac.uk/
http://www.techne.ac.uk/
http://www.midlands3cities.ac.uk/
https://www.whiterose.ac.uk/projects/the-white-rose-college-of-the-arts-humanities/
http://www.humanities.ox.ac.uk/ahrc-dtp
http://www.humanities.ox.ac.uk/ahrc-dtp


 
 
Step 2: Choose Where to Apply. 
 
In Part 1 of this guide, I explained how to choose which supervisors you may want to work with.                   
Deciding on an institution is crunch time: You will have to make tactical decisions about where                
to apply should you want to be part of a DTP, and this is how you can begin refining your long                     
list in to a much more manageable set of candidates. Once you have made your decision, you                 
should then send your proposal to your prospective lead supervisor at each institution, outlining              
that you wish to undertake doctoral study under their guidance, how you feel their expertise can                
help you  
 
After you have found a potential supervisor willing to take you on, they should provide feedback                
on your proposal. From here, it is a process of constantly redrafting until you feel you have                 
something ready to submit to the funding stream. Having picked a university (and possibly a               
DTP), you will need to tailor your proposal to their guidelines. Some will require a much stricter                 
word count than others, so adapt your central document to fit their requirements. At this point,                
you should also begin to extend your proposal, including information on how the institution and               
DTP will benefit your research. Think about what resources they have: archives, connections             
with cultural partners, ties with local communities, modules and research skills training you can              
undertake in tandem with your PhD. How will these support your work and allow you to flourish?                 
Ensure you stress this at the end of the application, as it will show an attention to detail that sets                    
you apart from other candidates. 
 
Step 3: The Application.  
 
By this point, you will have written and redrafted a proposal, produced a CV, refined a list of                  
supervisors, made contact and gotten approval. So now comes the application. Unlike applying             
to undertake an undergraduate degree, the process for PhD applications is not standardised.             
There is no UCAS portal to help you through the process, and each institution will have different                 
guidelines. In this respect, it is extremely important that you tailor each application to suit each                
university and DTP that you apply to. Does your proposal specifically mention the resources you               
will draw on at your chosen institution? Do you clearly outline how your chosen supervisory               
team will help you maximize your potential? Have you adhered to the word count and style                
notes? Have you filled in each required form and attached them accordingly? 
 
Take your time to ensure you complete each application correctly, I spent nearly a day on each                 
of mine. When you believe you are finished, have somebody check your work over before you                
submit, to minimize the chances of spelling errors or missing an essential document. Having              
submitted, you should receive a confirmation that your university has accepted your documents.             
If you do not receive one of these, contact the institution by phone or email, and ensure                 
everything is right.  
 



Part Three: Interview and After.  
 
When choosing who receives PhD funding, most institutions like to interview candidates, as it is               
often hard to decipher who will be best suited to an academic career purely based on a series of                   
forms. Having followed the steps outlined in Part 1 and Part 2 of this guide, you may be lucky                   
enough to be offered a funding interview. For many, this can be a daunting process, and often                 
the first interview they will have experienced outside of part time jobs. My advice is to see an                  
interview as an exciting prospect. It means that funders are interested in your project. You have                
as much chance as anyone else turning up, and you should be excited to showcase the project                 
you have grown to love, as well as show all the skills you have developed over your academic                  
career. This is a chance to talk about yourself and your work. Good interviewers will be there to                  
get the best out of you, and that’s all you can provide. But how can you ace the interview                   
process, and make sure you are ready for the hour or so you will spend with funders?  
 
Step 1: Interview Preparation  
 
Having been to a handful of academic interviews, I have found that panels are generally looking                
to discover three things: If you are a suitable candidate, if your proposal is rigorous enough to                 
become a PhD and why you have chosen their institution. If I were to go through the PhD                  
process again, I would write a list of all the reasons I can think of that my PhD project should                    
receive funding, divided into these three subheadings. In preparing for your interview, it is              
primarily important to have a good understanding of your project. Ensure you know what your               
proposal looks like for each separate institution, and that you can talk confidently about your               
chosen topic, as well as the surrounding critical field. Many interviewers will not be specialists in                
your field, and many will be in a different school entirely, so do think about how you can                  
package your idea in a way than is academic yet accessible. Too many obscure references may                
distract people from your core argument.  
 
Having got to grips with your work, you also need to showcase yourself. Think about what you                 
can bring to this institution. You are passionate, that is obvious, but what other skills do you                 
have. How do you know you will be able to manage the workload of a PhD? Holding down a job                    
while undertaking your Masters proves you can deal with a large workload, as well as shows                
your ambition and drive to have reached the level you are at. And there are countless other                 
examples: Perhaps you have been a student carer, and know how to manage demands on your                
calendar. Perhaps you have worked in heritage for years and now want to make the move to                 
academia to study the field you have significant experience in. Personal and professional             
examples are both useful, though make sure to primarily stress your academic experiences. In              
return, also think about how your choice of institution can help you flourish. None of us are                 
perfect candidates, and perhaps you need help working with archives, something your chosen             
university can support you with as they have a tailor made research skills module. Perhaps you                
have not had much publishing experience, which you can remedy through working on their              
postgraduate journal. Postgraduate degrees are a thriving culture that you should want to be a               



part of. Showing how you intend to make the most of your PhD outside a simple engagement                 
with your own research is vital at interview stage.  
Finally, I would always recommend a mock interview. Check if your university careers             
department offers these, and sign up for one. Equally, ask an academic you trust and respect to                 
hold an interview with you, your referee may be a good place to start. As well as these options,                   
friends and family are a great source of feedback, have them ask you open questions about                
your project and yourself, what they come up with may just surprise you and challenge you to                 
think about your skills in a different way. Undertake as many mock interviews from as many                
sources as possible, this will only make your approach more rigorous and support you when the                
actual interviews rolls around.  
 
Step 2: The Interview  
 
Your academic interview will often be at an institution you have not previously attended, and               
there is a high chance you will not know any of the panel. See this as exciting. As you step into                     
that room, you have one of the few chances you will ever get to talk about yourself and your                   
project, to fully show the depth of your academic passion, and have people listening intently to                
just why it is you care so much about your research. This is a sharing opportunity, a moment for                   
you to show why your chosen institution should take you on, and what you can offer them in                  
return. Nerves are only natural, all of us feel them. If you have received an interview, you are                  
more than capable of receiving funding. Hold on to that knowledge and use it to breed a sense                  
of confidence. When you walk into that room, let this confidence shine. Shake hands with the                
panel if the set up will allow it, and make eye contact with each of the interviewers as you say                    
hello.  
 
When questioned, answer with confidence. You are there to show why you should receive              
funding. Many of these panellists will be people you will work with. See them as potential                
colleagues who are there to support, guide and work with you, rather than as interviewers who                
are there to catch you out. Show how your work engages with the general culture at your                 
chosen university, and what you hope to bring to the table. If you do get a particularly difficult                  
question, answer politely and firmly, do not be afraid to set boundaries when needed.  
 
As you leave your interview, thank everyone at the table, shake hands once again if possible,                
and know you have done your best. Picking yourself to pieces is never going to help and feeling                  
secure about your performance is key. Take some time to talk to friends, family and colleagues                
about your experiences, rather than keeping them to yourself. This can help with any nerves               
that you have, as well as show how the interview is not the be all and end all. There will be                     
others to come if this one does not work out, your work is not your whole world (something all                   
too often forgotten in academia).  
 
Step 3: Choosing an Institution  
 



Should you receive funding, really bask in that moment. This is what you have been preparing                
for over so many months, and you should allow yourself to enjoy all those good feelings. And                 
then begin to consider your options. If this is the result from the only interview you attended, you                  
may want to ask if this is really the path you want to undertake for the next three years (though                    
the answer will probably be a yes!). If you are waiting to hear from or attend other interviews,                  
consider if another institution is your top choice. Your offer will generally come with an               
acceptance deadline (and if it doesn’t, call up and ask when you have until to make your                 
decision). Should you be waiting to hear from another institution, it is fine to hold out until the                  
acceptance deadline to accept your offer.  
 
If you are still waiting to hear from another institution, you may have a difficult decision to make.                  
In this case, I would generally wait until the application deadline is nearly upon you to accept                 
your offer, but I would also personally consider the potential that you will not receive any more                 
offers. How much does your PhD mean to you? Could you go through the process again? If you                  
have received funding from this university, why did you choose it in the first place? Perhaps it is                  
not your top choice, but that does not mean it isn’t excellent. If you receive more than one offer,                   
think about all eventualities. Which institution will be able to support you best? Where do you                
see yourself living for the next three years? Did you really get on with a potential supervisor?  
 
Step 4: Facing Rejection  
 
The PhD process is longwinded and mentally exhausting. Rejection is always a possibility, and              
it can be hard. Should you be rejected, know that funding opportunities are incredibly slim.               
Rejection does not mean you are not good enough, it simply means another candidate was               
better suited, and there are myriad reasons that could be true. Facing rejection is about               
considering your options. Do you want to self fund your PhD for a year and reapply? Do you                  
want to take a year out and consider applying again? Is there time to make another application                 
elsewhere? Do you have any interviews left? How can you build your range of skills? There are                 
two important elements to rejection: Wellbeing and criticism. Primarily, it is important that you              
remain mentally healthy in the face of rejection. Take the time to talk to your support network,                 
seek out a professional service should you need to. Your mental health must come first, and key                 
to that is understanding that PhD funding is a deeply complex matter, that is not solely about                 
you. Once you feel stable, it is time to either face more interviews (if you are up to the                   
challenge) or think about how you can approach PhD funding again next year.  
 
Always ask for criticism should you want to reapply, panels will be able to explain to you how to                   
improve, and provide handy details. Furthermore, consider how this time can be used             
productively to increase your potential. Seek out research projects you can get involved with,              
refine your proposal, write to local academics and ask if there are any opportunities for you to                 
get involved with the university on your year out. There are many candidates who have to apply                 
again, and no shame in doing so. Your time will roll around.  


