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REFLECTIONS 

 

A s a wide-eyed undergraduate 
fresh out of Leeds University, 

with a BSc (Hons) in Neuroscience, I 
was still unsure if academia was for 
me. What I did know was that I real-
ly enjoyed my dissertation research 
project and putting my energy into 
making discoveries of my own.  

So, I came over to Liverpool in 2015 
to complete the MRes in Transla-
tional Medicine, a course that en-
compassed everything I loved about 
my dissertation. I found here was 
the opportunity to work in a lab full-
time and it was the first chance I had 
to become a semi-independent re-
searcher in the lab. It was in this 
year that I found out that EVERYONE 
is always learning and it’s ok to 
make mistakes! Even your most con-
fident looking post-doc has to do 
some techniques for the first-time. 
This made the jump to a PhD a lot 
less intimidating for me and I 
learned that I loved lab-work (even 
the more tedious experiments). So I 
hit the website findaPhD, and found 
all the projects that peaked my in-
terest. 

Currently, I am on the MRC DiMeN 
PhD programme in my final year. I 
was fortunate to be able to find a 
project that was really interesting to 
me without having to even change 
lab benches. My project investigates 
the mechanisms by which epilepsy 

develops and I am working on cre-
ating new treatment options for 
patients who currently can’t control 
their seizures. As neurological dis-
eases and molecular biology have 
always fascinated me, I find this a 
rewarding way of combining my 
interests and helping patients.  

Working in a lab, learning new tech-
niques and the ups and downs of 
scientific discovery can be stressful 
but also incredibly fulfilling. From 
my first smeary looking western blot 
to my most recent endeavours into 
visualising neurons in C. elegans 
(nematode worm), I’ve really en-
joyed learning something new and 
having different challenges each 
day. Unlike undergraduate study, I 
am now completely in charge of my 
own learning, and that space to 
learn exactly what I’m interested in 
is one of the best elements of my 
PhD.  

I was told “You will get exactly as 
much out of your PhD as you put in” 
which sounds obvious but, there 
really are so many projects and 
training programmes you can take 
advantage of as a graduate student. 
I am working with collaborators all 
over the UK, attending research con-
ferences and I have taken as many 
training initiatives as possible includ-
ing making it as far as the USA. Here, 
I got the fantastic chance to work in 
Seattle for a month with a unique 
opportunity to learn and train with 
some of the great minds in epilepsy 
pharmacology (as well as trying out 
Seattle’s expansive selections of 
coffee) through winning an MRC 
training grant. 

I’m also actively involved in brilliant 

parts of science that don’t take 
place at the lab bench. I’ve been 
able to challenge myself in several 
other areas such as editing for Insid-
er Imprint, organising conferences 
and being a student representative 
for my PhD programme. Each of 
these opportunities, at home and 
aboard, has given me the chance to 
meet some incredible people from 
all sorts of scientific arenas.  

If you’re thinking “what if I want to 
leave academia after my PhD” that’s 
ok too! It’s not all about academia, 
and most supervisors support inter-
ests in alternative career paths dur-
ing your PhD. I’ve worked alongside 
students who have moved on to 
biomedical industry, medical writing, 
policy-making and NHS scientist 
training schemes following their 
projects. All these options are 
helped through a PhD as you devel-
op a range of skills that are valuable 
assets to many jobs outside academ-
ia. So don’t feel that by taking the 
PhD step you’re in academia forever 
as it is unlocking doors to career 
paths I hadn’t expected.  

A PhD is a passion project, a chal-
lenge that you embrace because you 
can bring your ideas to the table and 
make your research area better. 
With some hard work and a little 
luck, I’ve had the opportunity to 
meet some outstanding people and 
had some fantastic opportunities. I 
am of course incredibly biased, but if 
you’re thinking of a PhD go find 
what makes you curious and make 
your contribution because my PhD 
has been an incredible experience 
which I would recommend to any-
one.    

My PhD experience 
A journey of independence and investigation 
Alistair Jones, PhD Student, Institute of Translational Medicine 

“ I am completely in charge of my own learning, and 

that space to learn exactly what I’m interested in is 

one of the best elements of my PhD”  


