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In Brief 

Dear Members and 

Friends, 

I hope this news-

letter finds you well 

and in good health. 

The COVID-19 pan-

demic has brought about a lot of 

change and uncertainty. Despite the 

situation, we continue to look for-

ward; with your support, we will con-

tinue to empower African women to 

succeed in graduate and professional 

programs and improve their repre-

sentation in key leadership positions 

across multiple sectors. We will keep 

you updated on what is going on at 

MTAWA and offer opportunities to 

get involved. 

My very best wishes, 

Margaret Gitau 

President 

Awards 

Dr. Pauline (Paula) Welikhe received 
the Ohlrogge Award for Innovation in 
Agronomic Research for her work 
with artificial neural networks to 
provide a foundation for reducing 
phosphorus loss and environmental 
degradation. Congratulations Paula!  
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Congratulations to Paula! 
Pauline (Paula) Welikhe has recently received her 

PhD in Ecological Sciences and Engineering from 

Purdue University. Paula has served as the Stu-

dent Representative on MTAWA’s Board of Direc-

tors since 2018. During her tenure, Paula facili-

tated an active peer mentoring group and provid-

ed peer mentoring to those applying to grad 

school. Overall, Paula has been a valuable mem-

ber of the Board and has contributed immensely 

to MTAWA. Going forward, Paula will serve as 

the Mentoring Coordinator for MTAWA. Congratulations Dr. Welikhe! 

Outstanding Graduate Student Award 

Mercy Okezue is the winner of this year’s Outstanding 
Graduate Student Award. Ms. Okezue is a PhD student in 
Biotechnology Innovation and Regulatory Science (BIRS) 
at Purdue University. She also works as a regulatory 
officer with Nigeria’s food and drugs regulatory authority. 
Congratulations Mercy!. 

Mentoring Circles 

At our Spring gathering (Mentoring Circle in West Lafayette via Zoom) we 
discussed our COVID-19 related experiences and challenges and directions 
the university was likely to be taking in the near future. A number of valua-
ble suggestions came out of the meeting including: expanding on resources 
for mentees to help with applying to grad school considering changes relat-
ed to COVID-19; member drives in West Africa and other parts of Africa; 
new approaches to reviewing application materials for mentees applying to 
graduate school; virtual Meeting of the Membership and/or workshops; 
and, a follow-up gathering in July with expanded participation given that it 
will be all-virtual. We will be working on these over the next few months. 
Get Involved! Contact us at mtawainc@gmail.com. 
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Tips for Finding Opportunities to Fund Graduate School 

By Caroline Marete  

Graduate school is generally expensive. More so if you choose to study in the U.S. or Europe. An important step before 

starting graduate school is figuring out how to fund your graduate education. Fortunately, there are opportunities. Through 

personal experience I learned that the process of applying for funding is not a check list that one can follow step by step and 

expect an outcome at the end. On the contrary, the process of searching for funding is highly dependent on one’s ability to 

take personal initiative and be persistent in the search. Starting the search early and finding a mentor to guide me through 

the process are two ways I found helpful throughout the process. I was fortunate to find a mentor who saw my potential and 

was willing to invest time in nurturing my career growth. My mentor was a constant source of encouragement and reviewed 

my applications with me to make sure I did not leave out important documents or miss important deadlines. I started my 

search for master’s programs abroad after my undergraduate. Like most new graduates I was very ambitious but unprepared 

for the rigorous process of applying for masters’ programs abroad. Starting the process of application early allowed me am-

ple time to review my applications and make sure the process did not wear me out. I was accepted into several graduate 

programs but none of these schools offered me full funding. So, I took a corporate job while I searched relentlessly for fund-

ing. Working in a corporate environment helped me establish a professional network and develop soft skills that are unlikely 

to be taught in a classroom. It also strengthened my CV, making me more competitive for funding. 

Some funding opportunities are only advertised within networks. During my search, a friend mentioned to me a scholarship 

program I had never heard of before. I immediately went online and searched for the scholarship program, but in vain. In the 

end I decided to send an email to the organization that offered the scholarship. As with many funding organizations, they 

were receiving many unsolicited emails. I learned very fast that a follow up call or email can be the difference between suc-

cessful and unsuccessful applicants. When I did not hear back after two months, I sent a follow up email and found an office 

telephone line that I called. The next time the call for applications was announced, I received an email asking me to apply. I 

got the scholarship. Had I not done those seemingly tedious follow ups, I might have missed that great opportunity. Howev-

er, I caution against being aggressive; there is a thin line between being assertive in your search and being a nuisance. I 

found that following up with emails/a call every month is a good balance, unless your contact asks you to follow up sooner. 

Having my admission letter in hand helped me distinguish myself from many other applicants for funding opportunities. I 

had already spent time and resources on standardized tests and submitted applications to several schools. This kind of effort 

shows self-drive and determination and can be what differentiates a candidate in the application process. I attribute a signifi-

cant part of my success with funding to mentorship and a strong professional network. As a young professional, I knew I had 

a lot to learn. I volunteered to help in corporate events at work which allowed me to meet and interact with professionals at 

all levels in a more relaxed out of office environment. Some of the professionals I met had studied abroad and had experi-

enced the same challenges I was going through with my applications. Most people were happy to share their experiences 

and allowed me to use them as my references. Through my professional network, I met people who had won prestigious 

scholarships such as the Fulbright Scholarship, Rhodes Scholarship, and Hubert H. Humphrey Fellowship. Within my network, 

I identified a handful of people who I felt had followed a professional path similar to the one I was forging for myself. I kept 

constant communication with this group and occasionally asked for guidance whenever I needed professional advice. To 

date, I stay in contact with this group and will often reach out to them for professional advice. 

Key takeaways for me during this process of finding funds to support my graduate studies are: 

1. Start very early (in the third or fourth year of your undergraduate); 

2. Find a mentor and be willing to go the extra mile; 

3. Build a professional network and join a professional body; and, most important 

4. Practice patience and resilience. Rejections happen—even when you thought that was your best shot. Keep an 

open mind and allow yourself to fail, but do not be afraid to keep trying. 

 

Caroline K. Marete is a Doctoral student at the Purdue University School of Aviation and Transportation Technology. She is a 

recipient of Purdue Graduate School Ross Fellowship and the Fulbright Foreign Student Scholarship Award.  
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