
Ask the Experts: Tri-Agency and OGS/QEII-GSST graduate scholarships 
Q&A Session 
General Questions (Reference letters, Research Proposals, Transcripts): 
 
How do you write a thesis proposal?  

• Please refer to Dr. Jeff Casello's presentation for advice regarding writing your research 
proposal. We also recommend that you contact the Writing and Communication Center.  

Do I submit my transcript from the university in which I completed my Bachelor's, if I just 
joined my master's this fall? 

• Each competition has its own transcript request process. Please refer to our External Awards 
webpage for detailed instructions.   

How important are publications given that one is in his first year or so?  
• Please refer to Dr. Jeff Casello's presentation in regards to how the selection committee adjusts 

their expectations based on where you are in your program.   

How valuable is extensive leadership involvement? E.g., suppose the 20% account for say 
5 activities. If you were extremely involved, say chair/president of 5 activities + a few in 
less leadership roles, does that have any added value for the application, or is anything 
past the "threshold" (5 activities/20% requirement) ignored?  

• If you have any leadership involvement, you should document this in your application. The 
application pool varies from year to year.   

I completed my undergrad in 2012 in another country (assessed to be equivalent to a BSc 
in Canada) and then completed a bridging program at Ryerson University. I was working 
as a public health professional in northern Ontario for the past 4 years. Would I be able 
to apply using my grades from undergrad, since they are from 8 years ago? Or, in 
alternative, the bridging program? Or will my grades for the courses I will be taking this 
first year (MSc) count as well?  

• It is best that you reach out to a member of the GSPA Scholarships and Awards team directly 
with a copy of your transcripts so that we can best assist you.   

If I am applying for PhD, can I use the faculty member who would be potentially my 
supervisor as one of my referees? Does a referee in NSERC application need to be 
working in the same research area as my application proposal? 

• You may use a potential supervisor as your referee as long as they have supervised you in some 
capacity in the past. You must ensure your referees know you well enough to speak to your 
research and academic ability. Your referee does not need to be in the same research area as 
you.   
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If you are just starting a masters, do you need to have a lot of prior research experience 
to demonstrate research potential? 

• Please refer to Dr. Jeff Casello's presentation in regards to how the selection committee adjusts 
their expectations based on where you are in your program.   

I've never applied for a scholarship before, what are the basic best practices to increase 
the chance of receiving funding?  

• Please refer to Dr. Jeff Casello's presentation for advice regarding writing your research 
proposal, referees and what the selection committee looks for.  

What are common reasons why applications are not accepted? What are the top things 
that you are looking to see in a successful application?  

• Please refer to Dr. Jeff Casello's presentation for advice regarding writing your research 
proposal, referees and what the selection committee looks for. The most common mistake is 
not following the agency-specific instructions (e.g. not including all transcripts, not meeting 
minimum eligibility criteria, etc.).   

What are some of the more common mistakes you see when people submit their 
applications? 

• The most common mistake is not following the agency-specific instructions (e.g. not including all 
transcripts, not meeting minimum eligibility criteria, etc.).   

How would you tackle the written section where they ask you to describe your research; 
especially for students who aren't entirely sure what their thesis will turn into yet?  

• If you have not yet decided on a specific project, you must still provide a detailed description of 
a proposed research project. If you are successful, you may change your direction or activities 
during the course of the award provided that it still falls under the agency's mandate.   

What are the available scholarships for part-time PhD students? 
• Please refer to the specific program description and award holders guide for the scholarship.   

What awards have the highest acceptance/success rate for the average student? Let’s be 
strategic here. 

• You should discuss your research proposal with your supervisor and/or Graduate Officer to 
determine which agency your application would be most appropriate for you to apply to. 
 

What helps make an application stand out? How can we improve our chances of getting 
funding?  

• Please refer to Dr. Jeff Casello's presentation for advice regarding writing your research 
proposal, referees and what the selection committee looks for.  
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What is the most effective way to request references for our application? When should 
we start requesting references?  

• You should start by contacting referees as soon as possible to give them adequate time to 
complete their reference letter. Select referees who know you well who are capable of making 
an informed assessment. You should also be up front and ask your potential referee if they have 
time and are able to provide a supportive letter. You should also provide your referee with a 
package of information that will assist them with writing their report. Please refer to Waterloo's 
specific competition webpage for further information regarding referees.   

How do we write an effective statement of intent? What should be included?  
• Please refer to Dr. Jeff Casello's presentation for advice regarding writing your research 

proposal. We also recommend that you contact the Writing and Communication Center.   

What tips do you have to give your research proposal an edge? Especially if you aren’t 
settled on a specific topic yet? 

• Please refer to Dr. Jeff Casello's presentation for advice regarding writing your research 
proposal. We also recommend that you contact the Writing and Communication Center. If you 
have not yet decided on a specific project, you must still provide a detailed description of a 
proposed research project. You may change your direction or activities during the course of the 
award provided that it still falls under the agency's mandate.   

What to keep in mind for a great introduction? What do you watch out for to keep on 
reading with interest?  

• Please refer to Dr. Jeff Casello's presentation for advice regarding writing your research 
proposal. We also recommend that you contact the Writing and Communication Center. 

When choosing a referee, what criteria should we follow? Is it better to have someone 
who knows our research abilities, how we preform academically, or someone who can 
speak to what we do for the department?  

• It is important to select a referee who knows you well enough to speak to your research and 
academic ability and can address the selection criteria.   

Do grades and transcripts include undergraduate transcripts? What sort of grades would 
make an applicant competitive for each scholarship?  

• When calculating your average, we would start at Spring 2020 and go back one full year for your 
"last year's average" and the year prior to that for your "previous year's average". Depending on 
where you currently are in your program, this could mean that we are using your grades from 
your bachelor's degree. Review the Selection Criteria for the scholarship you are interested in to 
see how your academics will be weighted. If you meet the minimum eligibility criteria, we 
definitely encourage you to apply.  
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Can someone who has just recently started their master's (September 2020) apply for 
these scholarships/awards? What criteria do they have to meet if the answer is yes?  

• Yes - students who have just started their graduate program in the fall can still apply for these 
scholarships. Each of the competitions has their own criteria so it's best to check out the specific 
scholarship webpages for eligibility.  

Can you apply for scholarships before even applying to a PHD? or you have to apply to a 
PHD first before you can apply for a scholarship?  

• For the Doctoral competitions - you apply where you are currently registered at - not where you 
will be holding the award. Please review the flow chart advising where you should be submitting 
your NSERC doctoral application. If successful - you can take up your award either May 1, 2021 - 
Sept 1, 2021 or Jan 1, 2022. You would just need to be enrolled in your program at this time.  

Do you know anything about some of the auxiliary grants, such as the CREATE NSERC 
grant?  

• GSPA is not involved in the NSERC CREATE program; it's best to check out the agency website 
directly.  

Hello, I am currently in my second year of the Master of Environment and Business 
program (MEB), graduating July 2021.  I plan on applying to a PhD program at the 
University of Waterloo (September 2021 start).  Is there any funding that I can apply for 
at this time?  

• You could apply for a Tri-agency doctoral award, a Vanier award and an OGS. You will need to 
make sure you apply to the correct agency though. To determine which Tri-Agency you should 
apply to, please refer to the Selecting the Appropriate Federal Granting Agency website. These 
competitions occur approximately 8 months in advance, so if you are successful, you could have 
the scholarship as you enter your PhD program. 

How does an incoming graduate student qualify for the scholarship since he or she hasn't 
started any courses yet?  

• These competitions occur approximately 8 months in advance, so if you are successful, you 
could have the scholarship as you enter your program. Your application will be assessed based 
on your entire application package - including, undergraduate grades, your research 
statement/proposal, your reference letters, contributions, etc.  

How will we know which Tri-Agency is best to apply for? How many scholarships can we 
apply for?  

• You can only apply for one Tri-agency scholarship each year. The exception is the Vanier; if you 
are eligible, you can apply for a Vanier and a regular Tri-agency scholarship in the same 
competition year. To determine which Tri-Agency you should apply to, please refer to the 
Selecting the Appropriate Federal Granting Agency website. Normally students will apply for a 
Tri-agency and an OGS in the same competition year. Applicants who are successful in both can 
only accept one. 
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If I am a new master student just starting from fall 2020, will I be eligible for applying the 
scholarships?  

• These competitions occur approximately 8 months in advance, so if you are successful, you 
could have the scholarship as you enter your program. Your application will be assessed based 
on your entire application package - including, undergraduate grades, your research 
statement/proposal, your reference letters, contributions, etc.  

Is it ok to apply to both NSERC and CIHR in the same year?  
• You can only apply for one Tri-agency scholarship each year. The exception is the Vanier; if you 

are eligible, you can apply for a Vanier and a regular Tri-agency scholarship (whether to the 
same or a different federal granting agency) in the same competition year. To determine which 
Tri-Agency you should apply to, please refer to the Selecting the Appropriate Federal Granting 
Agency website. Normally students will apply for a tri-agency and an OGS in the same 
competition year. Applicants who are successful in both can only accept one. 

Since feedback is not provided for failed applications, what is some general advice for 
students who were not successful in last year's award competition, but will be trying 
again this year?  

• If your application was not successful, it is best to reach out to the Graduate Officer/Associate 
Chair of your department or your supervisor for feedback. They have experience reviewing 
scholarship applications and should be able to offer some suggestions. And just because you 
may not be successful in one year doesn't mean you won't be successful in another year. The 
candidate pool changes from year to year and hopefully you will also be building up your 
portfolio to make you more competitive!  

What are the big deadlines that we should keep in mind?  
• Each of the scholarships has their own timelines and deadlines. And there could be multiple 

deadlines you'll have to ensure you meet. It's best to check out the specific competition web 
pages for details.  

What percentage of students get the scholarships?  
• Each of the major scholarships has a quota/limit of awards that can be offered or put forward 

for the next level of competition. Every year we can receive up to 3 times as many applications 
as our quota. These scholarships are very competitive. However, if you meet the eligibility 
criteria, we encourage you to apply.   

For a student who has published a single paper with their name second and has 2 papers 
under review with their name first but will not have a decision until after the application 
while also having a 90% average and doing a PhD currently in his 4th Semester while also 
being a Permanent Resident, what is the best course of action?   

• Check out the eligibility criteria of the scholarship you are interested in applying for and get 
started on an application! And seek some input from your graduate supervisor or department 
Graduate Officer/Associate Chair. You should still include your publications as submitted in your 
application.  
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Are the expectations for publishing as proof of research potential different in the ARTS?  
• Our institutional selection committee is multi-disciplinary comprised of Associate Deans from 

each of the six Faculties. They take into consideration that publications can vary depending on 
the student's discipline.   

Given the current COVID circumstances, how harsh are you on judging the feasibility of a 
study in terms of recruiting special populations?  

• Please use the special circumstance section of your application to describe any impact Covid-19 
may have had or will have on your research.   

If I change my field of research, how is the good approach to show my strength? no 
publication in the same field but other field in my MS, is that good? academic works or 
course related to new field is important to mention?  

• Please ensure that you do include these publications in your application. Regardless of field, it 
will show your research abilities. If you are concerned, you can also address it in the special 
circumstances section of your application.   

Given the current time, will research proposals somehow related to Covid-19 and its 
effects hold greater weight in the rankings? Will these proposals be more successful?  

• It is important with any scholarship application to demonstrate the impact on society. A 
successful application is comprised of many aspects, including reference letters, academic 
contributions, and research proposal.   

I applied for UWaterloo PhD and talking to faculty. A faculty member is waiting for 
funding situation to see if he can offer. In this case I can have him as one of the referees?  

• Please refer to the instructions for the specific scholarship you are interested in applying to as 
they will provide information about who you can select as a referee. Generally, a reference 
cannot be completed by a proposed supervisor unless that person is currently your supervisor or 
has been your supervisor in the past.  

As far as I understand the NSERC CGS-D and PGS-D are awarded based on academics, 
leadership, and research potential. What does a competitive application for research 
potential look like? E.g. if I have 1 published paper should I not even bother applying? Or 
is it more based on reference letters and I shouldn’t worry about the number of papers 
or citations?  

• A competitive application is based on many aspects including reference letters, academic 
contributions, and research proposal. The number of publications can vary based on discipline 
and academic level. Should you wish to have your application reviewed in advance, please 
contact your department Graduate Officer/Associate Chair for assistance.   

Can course based students apply for any of these scholarships?  
• Students in (or planning to be in) a course-based master's program can apply for a CGS M or 

OGS. However, for CGS M, there must still be a major research component to your program.  
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What should be the level of referee of NSERC application? should be a faculty member? 
or a technical engineer, or a person working in the field with PhD or etc. can also be a 
referee?  

• Your referee should be someone who knows you well and can speak to your research and 
academic ability. They should be able to address your qualifications in regards to the selection 
criteria. You may ask a technical engineer or person with a PhD working in the field - if they can 
address the above criteria. It would be ideal if at least one of your referees is a professor.  

Does the scholarship go to the graduate student or their academic supervisor? If we 
already have basic graduate funding, would NSERC/OGS or Vanier go on top of that or 
will it be used to pay the funding the university already promised?  

• The Tri-Agency master's and doctoral scholarships, as well as OGS/QEII-GSST funding goes to 
recipients, not to their supervisors. Your funding package, as outlined in your Offer of Admission 
from the University will be adjusted if you receive one of these external scholarships. Please 
contact your department graduate coordinator for further information about this. 

Do you need to have your doctoral supervisor confirmed on your application?  
• Please refer to the instructions for the specific scholarship you are interested in applying to as 

they will provide information about indicating your proposed supervisor(s). Generally, you are 
not bound by the proposed supervisor(s) that you list on your application if you are later 
selected to receive the award.  

If I would like to conduct a Grounded Theory (GT) study, which should not have pre-
designed research questions and let the data/participants to raise the problem/issue, and 
a literature review should not be conducted before the core concern emerging from 
data, then how can I get my research proposal to be accepted for the committee to 
consider my funding application?  

• Please speak with your graduate supervisor or department Graduate Officer/Associate Chair. 

Are referees trying to judge our proposal + personal characteristics together? or just like 
the recommendation letter they talk about our abilities based on history and worked?  

• Please refer to the instructions for referees for the specific scholarship you are interested in 
applying to as they will provide information about what should be addressed in a reference 
letter. Specifically, it is important that the referee address the specific Selection Criteria for the 
award being applied to.  

Regarding special circumstances, how far back should we feel is important to explain? For 
example, would poor academic showing in undergraduate due to personal circumstances 
still be relevant and worth explaining? 

• Please refer to the instructions for that section for the specific scholarship you are interested in 
applying to as they will provide information about what is appropriate to include. Generally, if 
you feel that you have relevant circumstances that have affected your academic career, then 
you can include them.  
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I am studying in MA in Recreation and Leisure Studies.  1. Which Scholarship would be 
suitable in my field STEMS or Arts?  2. As a newcomer, am I eligible to apply or I have to 
apply in future? 3. Some scholarships require 80% marks in last two terms, does it include 
the Bachelor's I have completed? 

• Please refer to the Subject Matter Eligibility to determine which agency you should be selecting. 
If you are unsure which agency's mandate your proposed research falls under, please have your 
current/proposed supervisor or Department Graduate Officer review. If you are still unsure, 
please send a draft of the research proposal to appropriate GSPA Awards Program contact. 2) 
Yes, you can apply. But please refer to the Program Description for the specific scholarship you 
are interested in to review the eligibility criteria. 3) When calculating your average, we would 
start at Spring 2020 and go back one full year for your "last year's average"" and the year prior 
to that for your ""previous year's average"". Depending on where you currently are in your 
program, this could mean that we are using your grades from your bachelor's degree.  

I am from NB with an undergrad from MtA with a high GPA. I have heard that UW's 
"curving" of GPA greatly reduces NB GPAs. Should I be worried about how that might 
affect me? Will my "adjusted" GPA be shared with me?  

• For scholarship competitions which require specific averages, we have a set of internal 
procedures and conversion methods to determine what your calculated average is. This ensures 
that we are being consistent across all applicants. Please contact your department graduate 
coordinator for more information.  

Will your application be turned down if you apply to both NSERC and CIHR?  
• You can only apply for one tri-agency scholarship each year. The exception is the Vanier; if you 

are eligible, you can apply for a Vanier and a regular tri-agency scholarship (whether to the same 
or a different federal granting agency) in the same competition year. Normally students will 
apply for a tri-agency and an OGS in the same competition year. Applicants who are successful 
in both can only accept one.  

A question regarding the potential supervisor that Miranda mentioned, if I have done 
some research or academic (TA) works with potential supervisor, still I cannot have 
him/her as one of the referees? 

• Please refer to the instructions for the specific scholarship you are interested in applying to as 
they will provide information about who you can select as a referee. Generally, a reference 
cannot be completed by a proposed supervisor unless that person is currently your supervisor or 
has been your supervisor in the past. However, if your proposed supervisor knows you in 
another capacity, ie. as a TA, and can address the Selection Criteria, then they could write a 
reference letter for you.  

Can a 3rd year phd with no publications apply? Does he/she chance if he/she explains 
why he/she is not published anything yet?  

• Please refer to the Selection criteria as indicated on the agency web page to see how you will be 
assessed. If you feel you have special circumstances and want to explain why you may have less 
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publications than your peers, please review the instructions in the special circumstances section 
and complete if appropriate. If you meet the eligibility criteria, we encourage you to apply.  

For NSERC, If your research is in collaboration with an industry partner. Can someone 
from the industrial organization serve as your second referee?  

• Yes - as long as your referee knows you well and can address your academic and research 
potential (the selection criteria). It is best if your referee holds a PhD.   

Re OGS and Tri Agency, does a grade of IP (in progress) or blank on your transcript for a 
course from a previous term affect your assessment? 

• For all scholarship competitions, official final transcripts are required. If a student did an 
exchange at another university, they may show as a grade of CR on their transcript. Please 
contact your Department Graduate Co-ordinator for more information. 

Who can be my referee? Is my supervisor from my undergrad program, or the referees 
who wrote me letters for my acceptance at uWaterloo, eligible for being a reference?  

• Please refer to the instructions for the specific scholarship you are interested in applying to as 
they will provide information about who you can select as a referee. Generally, a reference 
cannot be completed by a proposed supervisor unless that person is currently your supervisor or 
has been your supervisor in the past.  

If you are rejected from OGS or SSHRC, can you re-apply in Subsequent years?  
• Yes, as long as you still meet all eligibility criteria, including where you are in your program, then 

you may reapply again.  

Will they look us up on the internet? Facebook, LinkedIN, twitter? Or are they limited to 
our application? 

• Committee members review a large number of application and generally do not have time to do 
so. Please do not include social media links in your research proposal.  

Whom can I ask about these scholarship applications later?  
• Your first point of contact should be your Department Graduate Co-ordinator. 
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