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Life goes on but the scars remain – Lil Wayne
§ Ludlow, MS
§ Farm/rural life 
§ Single parent household
§ Small K-12 school
§ Gifted program
§ Psychosis event 
§ Undergrad @ UofM
§ First-Gen college graduate 
§ Graduate school @ UofM
§ Finished in 3.5 as the 1st Black 

Male in History
§ The Fam



The Graduate School Snap Shot



The Grad School Template



So… what did it actually look like for me ?



Fall 2016 – Spring 2019 Ashpole Lab 
University of Mississippi

• Male Cognitive 
Impairments in 
RAWM

• IGFR inhibition 
reduces neurite 
outgrowth

• IGFR inhibition 
alters Rho-
Kinase Pathway

Design Methods Images The Start of BeliefResearch Findings



Graduate Research ~ University of Mississippi 
Ashpole Lab (2019-2022)

• IGFR inhibition in 
astrocytes reduce 
neuronal 
protection against 
glutamate toxicity. 

• Astro-KO have 
numerous 
neuroprotective 
phenotypes

Design Results Images Key Findings Adversities Come
To Fruition

Graduate School Expectations? Is your neuroscience fulfilling? Navigating 
Challenges? 



You Learn More In Failure Than You Ever Do 
In Success – Jay Z

Successful Grants
§ UM Grant 
§ NIH NRSA F31

Failed Grants
§ NSF GRFP
§ NSF GRFP 
§ Ford Predoctoral Fellowship
§ American Heart Association 

Predoctoral Fellowship
§ NIH NRSA F31

The Key: Grant and manuscript writing is code 
cracking. Once you get it, then you get it. 



2019 Strength: Science Communication
2019 Weakness: Scientific Writing

§ Scientific reading takes more 
strategy than it does skill. 

§ To develop a strategy, you 
need practice and time. 



Then & Now 

§ Paper Tracking § Digital Obsidian Tracking 
Software



Where does your curiosity stem 
from?

A Series of Unfortunate and/or Fortunate 
Events

Why do you do what you do?



Postdoc Work- AD & Neurodegeneration & 
Vasculature & Neuroimaging

Research Interests

Techniques and Imaging

Support and Recruitment

Funding



Postdoc Research

§ Utilize NACC data to 
understand neuropathology of 
aging/AD



Greatest lesson was time management and self-preservation 
through self-investment

§ Pre-pandemic work 
hours

§ Pandemic work hours
§ Post-pandemic work 

hours
§ Graduate school hours
§ Postdoc hours

Theoretical Expectations? Realistic Expectations? Self Expectations



My Rewards versus Pitfalls of Academia 

§ 3 1st author publications
§ 1st black trainee and 3rd in history (37 years)
§ 5 1st coauthor manuscripts under review/in-

prep
§ 25 honors, award, and features
§ 9 noteworthy features, videos, sci-comm 

opportunities
§ 6 oral presentations/ 6 poster presentations
§ 120+ hours of community service
§ 27 RCR hours
§ 4 teaching hours
§ 3 professional appointments
§ 13 mentees

§ WRITING ~ TERRIBLE
§ OVER COMMITMENT ~ TERRIBLE
§ SELF CONFIDENCE ~ TERRIBLE
§ UNDERGRAD GPA ~ MEDIOCRE 
§ SCIENCE UNDERGRAD GPA ~ MEDIOCRE
§ TIME MANAGEMENT ~ CATACLISMIC 

“Our greatest fear is not that we are 
inadequate. Our deepest fear is that we are 
powerful beyond measure.” – Marianne 
Williamson



You are who you hang around -Whoever



“Obstacles” = “Opportunities”



M.D. vs. Ph.D.

§ MCAT
§ Years of courses where grades truly define you
§ No room for extracurriculars
§ Few research opportunities
§ STEPS after STEPS 
§ Matching
§ $$$
§ No room for intellectual development 
§ Few skills gained
§ Stringent timeline
§ Limited post-graduate opportunities 

§ 9-12 courses :) mostly elective
§ Freedom to learn at my own pace 
§ Metrics are me-dependent 
§ Major assessment is qualifying exam
§ Skill development: time management, 

resource management, collaboration, 
communication, writing, etc

§ They pay me!
§ Extracurriculars for opportunities
§ X10 post-graduate opportunities
§ Pave my own road

M.D. Ph.D. 



If you do choose a Ph.D., BE PREPARED



A guide for applications

https://www.cellashayes.com/cv-and-applications

https://ars.sf.ucdavis.edu/sites/g/files/dgvnsk2741/files/inline-
files/pre-grad-guide_1.pdf



Contact Information:
cellashayes.com

cahayes3@stanford.edu
Twitter: @c3llas


