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1 Executive summary

We would wish we could state here that the year 2020 was a regular and thus a good year for
the Life Science Zurich Graduate School. Most regrettably, the Covid-19 crisis that hit the entire
globe had of course also its impact on the LSZ GS. As far as we know, we do fortunately not
have to bemoan any casualties but the pandemic had an enormous influence on the life of our
PhD students, principal investigators, course trainers and colleagues at the universities. We
are very grateful for the encouragement we experienced in these difficult times and we wish
that we could have celebrated the Graduate School’s 15" anniversary on 8 December 2020
with all of them to thank them for their long lasting support.

In the year 2020, the Life Science Zurich Graduate School did not undergo any major
organizational changes, there are still 16 PhD programs and one MD-PhD program assembled
under the roof of the Graduate School. At present, the LSZ GS includes 607 research group
leaders and 1’629 doctoral students (as of 31 December 2020). Compared to 2019, the number
of principal investigators (591) increased only slightly whereas the number of PhD students
(1'538) grew nearly by a hundred. 58% of our early stage researchers are female and more
than 73% come from abroad. 65% of them are enrolled at the University of Zurich, 33.5% at
ETH Zurich and 1.5% at other academic institutions in Switzerland (mainly at the Universities
of Basel and Berne).

The — repeated — switch of application databases for the December 2019 deadline was a good
move and turned out to have happened at the right time. Since the new “join” application tool
is in use, the numbers of applications are increasing again compared to the most recent years.
For the 1 July deadline, the numbers of complete applications were nearly identical to the
numbers of the previous deadline (1’493 and 1’483 respectively) and they further augmented
for the 1 December deadline (1°693). The number of complete applications is, of course, only
one landmark of a given recruitment round. It might still be a bit early to judge whether the new
organization of the recruitment with a first, virtual round of “lab visits” and a second, optional
round of in-person meetings is as successful as the former layout. For the moment, we can just
state that there resulted a matching rate of 55%, and 76% of the positions were filled during the
summer recruitment (new arrangement). In contrast, the winter recruitment (old arrangement)
concluded with a low matching rate of 39% and 65% of filled positions. In general, all the rates
are a bit on the lower side but still within the average of past years. We will of course carefully
observe the further developments and make any necessary adjustments where it is indicated
and the pandemic restrictions allow.

With 32 transferable skills courses the LSZ GS organized quite a bit less trainings in 2020
compared to former years — clearly a toll the lockdown in Spring 2020 took. 11 courses were
jointly offered by a PhD program or another university institution and the Graduate School.
Nearly 600 PhD students attended one or several of the offered courses and they seemed in
general also happy with the virtual format, although quite a few remarked in the feedback forms
that they would have benefited even more had the course attendance been in person and not
online.

An occurrence that kept us busy for some time in 2020 was the assessment of the Graduate
School by the Evaluation Office of UZH. The LSZ GS was requested to write a substantial self-
evaluation report, which was handed in spring. Because of the pandemic, the visit of the experts
was postponed to early winter and it eventually took place virtually. Just before the end of the
year, the LSZ GS obtained the report of the experts containing many well-thought-out
recommendations. In a next step the LSZGS will have to define further strategies and
developments together with the headship of UZH and the Faculty of Science.



2 Introduction

The idea to found a graduate school that houses all the different PhD programs in the Life
Sciences offered at the University of Zurich and the ETH Zurich came up in September 2005.
On 8 December 2005, the Life Science Zurich Graduate School was officially launched and
became an autonomous branch of the Life Science Zurich Initiative. The LSZ Graduate School
currently consists of seventeen highly competitive PhD programs. Thanks to a strong teaching
curriculum and a clear mentoring system these programs attract the best students worldwide.

2.1 Mission

The aim of the Life Science Zurich Graduate School is to promote first-class graduate education
in the life sciences at the University of Zurich (UZH) and the ETH Zurich (ETH). The LSZ GS
offers centralized services (e.g. recruitment administration, assistance in identifying new
funding possibilities) and products (e.g. transferable skills courses) that support established
PhD programs and facilitate the development of new programs in the Life Sciences. The
centralized administration of these services enables the individual PhD programs to focus on
the education of their graduate students within the respective research fields. The individual
PhD programs are thereby relieved of administrative tasks and ensuing costs in areas not
directly related to their specific research fields.

Specifically, the Life Science Zurich Graduate School aims:

e to increase the visibility and attractiveness of the LSZ-PhD programs world-wide in
order to reach excellent undergraduates who consider doing a PhD in the life sciences

e toinitiate the recruitment process to attract the best students internationally

e to improve the coordination of recruitment, avoiding redundant reviews of applicants

e to support the development of new PhD programs

e to improve the coordination of teaching for PhD programs with common areas of
interest and/or curricula

e to support the PhD programs by providing a centralized course program in relevant
transferable skills for all graduate students

e to provide support on career development for the graduate students; alumni of the LSZ
GS should be equipped with the key attributes for successfully entering the competitive
job market in the life sciences

e to identify and pursue new funding opportunities for the Graduate School and its
member PhD programs (e.g. European funding, foundations, SNF)

e to ensure quality and sustainability of the services and products of the LSZ GS



The LSZ Graduate School:
a family of PhD programs spanning the Life Sciences
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Figure 1: Chart of the LSZ Graduate School PhD programs

Numbers: *16 PhD programs and 1 MD-PhD program * over 500 research groups * more
than 1600 students

2.2 Strategy and products of the LSZ GS
The major units of the LSZ GS are:

a) LSZ GS Directors’ Conference (program directors from each PhD program form the
steering committee)

b) PhD programs

¢) Graduate School office: administration



Table 1: Roles and responsibilities of the LSZ GS units

Unit Roles and responsibilities

LSZ GS steering committee e Strategic development of LSZ GS

e Advice and support for the PhD programs and GS
administration

e Development of common criteria for quality
assurance of the PhD programs

e Promotion of relevant contacts within the scientific
community of life sciences

e ldentification of common course needs

o Development of a transferable skills curriculum

¢ Identification and development of joint funding
initiatives

PhD programs e Evaluation and acceptance of students into the

program

¢ Development, implementation and funding of a
discipline-specific graduate curriculum

e Quality assurance

e Fundraising for a specific PhD program

e Tracking development of the students within each
program

e Funding travel expenses and accommodation for
interview candidates from abroad

Graduate School office ¢ Increasing visibility of the PhD programs world-wide

e Advertising the graduate school and its recruitment
procedure (advertisements on web platforms,
posters etc.)

e Coordination of the recruitment process (application
forms, internal and external communication, i.e.
information to Pl and to candidates)

Organization of interviews
Funding for PR, the common application platform
and the transferable skill courses

¢ Development and maintenance of the LSZ GS web
site for dissemination of information

¢ Financial planning and financial controlling of the
LSZ GS activities (esp. recruitment and courses)

e Advice and support for the development of new
programs (practical procedures, know-how transfer)

e Fundraising for LSZ GS in areas independent of a
specific research field (e.g. for common activities or
for fellowships for students from a specific country)

o Development and organization of a centralized
Transferable Skills Course Program for all graduate
students, including acquisition, commitment and
support of internal and external facilitators,
advertising the courses (GS web site) and
coordinating sign-up

e Support for the career development of graduate
students (courses, activities, web-information)

e Assurance of quality and sustainability of the
services and products of the LSZ GS office

e Exchange and collaboration with other units of the
Life Science Zurich

e Exchange and collaboration with other graduate
schools, both in- and outside of Zurich




2.2 a) LSZ GS Steering committee and participating PhD programs

With the fusion of the Integrative Molecular Medicine (imMed) and the Molecular and
Translational Biomedicine (MTB) program to the new Biomedicine (BioMed) program that was
approved in May 2019 by the PDC, the Life Science Zurich Graduate School got reduced to
sixteen PhD programs and a MD-PhD program. Each program is presided by a director, who
generally represents the program in the steering committee (see list below). In 2020, this
steering committee met twice in order to decide on the strategic orientation and development
of the Graduate School. Since July 2017, Prof. Eilika Weber-Ban, Institute of Molecular Biology
and Biophysics (ETH) is presiding the LSZ GS as chair. Prof. Alex Hajnal, Institute of Molecular
Life Sciences (UZH) is the current vice-chair.

Table 2: Directors of the LSZ GS PhD programs

Program Director

Biomedical Ethics and Law
[medical track]

Biomedicine

Biomolecular Structure and
Mechanism (BSM)

Cancer Biology

Clinical Science

Drug Discovery

Ecology

Epidemiology & Biostatistics

Evolutionary Biology

Prof. Nikola Biller-Andorno
(Institute of Biomedical Ethics, UZH)

Prof. Christian Grimm

(Division of Ophthalmology, USZ)

Prof. Christian Wolfrum

(Institute of Food, Nutrition and Health, ETH)

Prof. Raimund Dutzler
(Institute of Biochemistry, UZH)

Prof. Maries van den Broek
(Institute of Experimental Immunology, UZH)

Prof. Jean-Marc Fritschy

(Institute of Pharmacology and Toxicology, UZH)
Prof. Malcolm Kohler

(Neuromuscular Center Zirich)

Prof. Milo Puhan

(Institute of Social and Preventive Medicine, UZH)

Prof. Michael Arand
(Institute of Pharmacology and Toxicology, UZH)

Prof. Anna-Liisa Laine (since June 2020)

(Institute of Evolutionary Biology and Environmental Studies, UZH)

Prof. Owen Petchey (until May 2020)

(Institute of Evolutionary Biology and Environmental Studies, UZH

Prof. Torsten Hothorn

(Institute of Social and Preventive Medicine, UZH)
Prof. Milo Puhan

(Institute of Social and Preventive Medicine, UZH)

Prof. Kentaro K. Shimizu

(Department of Evolutionary Biology and Environmental Studies, UZH)



Integrative Molecular Medicine

(imMed) < Frzsngour. >

Prof. Christian Grimm
(Division of Ophthalmology, USZ)

Program

Director

MD-PhD Program

Microbiology & Immunology
(MIM)

Molecular Life Sciences (MLS)

Molecular and Translational
Biomedicine (MTB)
Neurosciences (ZNZ)

Plant Science (PSC)

RNA Biology (RNA)

Science and Policy

Systems Biology

Program administrators, who are in charge of day-to-day affairs, normally also participate in
steering committee meetings, although without voting rights. They have their own meetings to
discuss more practical issues as well as administrative matters. They get together irregularly
throughout the year and gather also informally for lunch or coffee. The following persons

Prof. Adriano Aguzzi

(Institute of Neuropathology, UZH)
Prof. Alexandra Trkola

(Institute of Medical Virology, UZH)

Prof. Rolf Kimmerli

(Department of Quantitative Biomedicine, UZH)
Prof. Jorn Piel

(Institute of Microbiology, ETH)

Prof. Christian Lehner (until November 2020)
(Department of Molecular Life Sciences, UZH)
Prof. Ohad Medalia (since December 2020)
(Department of Biochemistry, UZH)

Prof. Christian Wolfrum
(Institute of Food, Nutrition and Health, ETH)

Dr. Wolfgang Knecht
(Institute of Brain Research, UZH)

Prof. Samuel Zeeman
(Institute of Agricultural Science, ETH)

Prof. Frédéric Allain
(Institute of Biochemistry, ETH)

Prof. Ueli Grossniklaus
(Institute of Plant Biology, UZH)

Prof. Uwe Sauer
(Institute of Molecular Systems Biology, ETH)
Prof. Jérg Stelling

(Department of Biosystems Science and Engineering, ETH

currently act as program administrators:



Table 3: Administrators of the LSZ GS PhD programs

Program

Administrator

Biomedical Ethics and Law
[medical track]

Biomedicine (BioMed)

Biomolecular Structure and
Mechanism (BSM)
Cancer Biology

Clinical Science

Drug Discovery

Ecology

Epidemiology & Biostatistics
Evolutionary Biology

Integrative Molecular Medicine
(imMed)

Phasing out

MD-PhD Program

Microbiology & Immunology
(MIM)

Molecular Life Sciences (MLS)

Molecular and Translational

Biomedicine (MTB)

Neurosciences (ZNZ)

Dr. Roberto Andorno
Michelle Heimgartner
(Institute of Biomedical Ethics, UZH)

Andrea Schmitz
(ZIHP, UZH)

Judita Tillova

(Institute of Biochemistry, UZH)

Bettina Rausch

(Institute of Molecular Cancer Research, UZH)

Lisa Marxt
(Dekanat, Medizinische Fakutlat, UZH)

Susanne Holliger

(Institute of Pharmaceutical Sciences, ETH)
Olga von Niederhausern

(Institute of Pharmacology and Toxicology, UZH)

Dr. Debra Zuppinger-Dingley
(Institute of Evolutionary Biology and Environmental Studies,
UZH)

Dr. Sarah Ziegler
(Institute of Social and Preventive Medicine, UZH)

Dr. Tony Weingrill
(Anthropological Institute, UZH)

Andrea Schmitz
(ZIHP, UZH)

Jacqueline Wiedler
(Institute of Neuropathology, UZH)

Judith Zingg
(Institute of Microbiology, ETH)

Dr. Susanna Bachmann
(Institute of Molecular Life Sciences, UZH)

Dr. Susanna Bachmann
Life Science Zurich

Heidi Gauss
(Neuroscience Center Zurich, UZH & ETH)

Program

Administrator




Plant Science (PSC) Dr. Melanie Paschke
Dr. Luisa Last
(Institute of Plant Science, ETH)

RNA Biology (RNA) Isabelle Allen (until September 2020)
(Institute of Molecular Biology and Biophysics, ETH)
Rahel Buchi (from September 2020)
(Institute of Biochemistry, ETH)

Science and Policy Dr. Luisa Last
(Institute of Plant Science, ETH)

Systems Biology Dr. Andrea Huber Brésamle
Swantje Pless
(Department of Biosystems Science and Engineering, ETH)

Graduate School student body 2020

Table 4: Graduate School Student Body

Details of each program are published in the appendix 4.

Total numbers as of 31 December 2020*

Total students 1629
Affiliated at UZH 1057
Affiliated at ETH 548
Other affiliation 24

Track | students 608
Track Il students 1011
Female students 952
Male students 677
International students 1186
Swiss students 443
Program drop-outs 102
Completed PhD 183
Program alumni 2861

* Data from DDNZ PhD Program not confirmed
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2.2 b) Graduate School office

Since 1 April 2006, the Graduate School has its own administrative office. Dr. Susanna
Bachmann is employed on a part-time basis of 40% and attends the day-to-day business of the
LSZ GS. Since June 2011, Helen Stauffer is working as assistant for Life Science Zurich. She
dedicates about 25% of her employment to the LSZ GS.

The school administrator attended the EUA-CDE (European University Association - Council
for Doctoral Education) series of online events dedicated to the impact of the Covid-19 crisis
on doctoral education, namely the sessions on “Online assessment and doctoral dissertation
defence” on 3 June and “Online skills training” on 5 June 2020. She also participated in the
webinar on “Disciplines and interdisciplinarity in doctoral education” on 25 June and the EUA-
CDE annual meeting online sessions dedicated to the topics of “Institutional approaches to
doctoral education”, “Innovative programmes and services to support the development of
doctoral candidates” as well as “Institutional practices to build the university profile and enhance
policy making processes at doctoral schools” that took place between 26 — 30 June 2020. In
addition, she attended in person a 1-day course on “Professionals in Supervision for PhD
program coordinators” held by Mirjam Goskesen and organized by the Graduate Campus of
the University of Zurich on 8 September. Furhermore, she met online with the other members
of the GRADE (Goethe Research Academy for Early Career Researchers) advisory board on
7 October for the annual encounter. In order to strengthen the marketing outreach of the
Graduate School, the school administrator also participated in a virtual marketing conference
on “Understanding the movitvations, aspirations and concerns of prospective PhD students”
and “Unprecedented times to setting a precedent: Maximising impact during virtual events” on
30 September.

Moreover, she joined the informal association of program coordinators of different European
PhD programs in the life sciences, such as Max-Delbriick Center for Molecular Medicine Berlin,
German Cancer Research (DKFZ), the Francis Crick Institute, Friedrich Mischer Institute for
Biomedical Research in Basel, Center for Genomic Regulation in Barcelona, TU Dresden, Max
Planck Institute in Dortmund, University of Géttingen, Institute of Science and Technology
Austria, Research Institute of Molecular Pathology (IMP), Research Center for Molecular
Medicine of the Austrian Academy of Sciences and European Molecular Biology Laboratory
(EMBL). The coordinators met virtually on 9 April 2020 to discuss PhD recruitments during
Covid-19 crisis.

3 Activities

3.1 Recruitments
As in former years, for both recruitment rounds the applicants of the Indian subcontinent (India,
Pakistan and Bangladesh) formed the largest group (approximately 1/4 of all applicants of the

December and the July deadline). They were followed by students from Germany, China, Italy,
and Iran in varying order for the two deadlines.

11



Table 5: Complete applications per PhD program in 2020

1 Dec. 2019 1 July 2020 1 Dec. 2020
Biomedical Ethics and Law (med.
Track) no data no data no data
Biomedicine 87 93 101
Biomolecular Structure and
Mechanism 67 65 42
Cancer Biology 187 207 209
Clinical Science 14 15 17
Drug Discovery 77 83 96
Ecology 33 53 62
Epidemiology and Biostatistics 74 59 46
Evolutionary Biology 30 21 27

Integrative Molecular Medicine

phasing out — no recruitments

Microbiology and Immunology 145 190 227
Molecular Life Sciences 154 158 212
Molecular and Translational Bio-

medicine phasing out — no recruitments
Neuroscience 194 129 197
Plant Science 96 68 70
RNA Biology 27 16 32
Science and Policy 207 259 235
Systems Biology 101 67 120
TOTAL 1’493 1’483 1’693
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After the absolute peak of 1°733 applications in December 2013, the numbers of applications
dropped rather continuously to very low 968 complete applications in July 2018. With 1’123
applications in December 2018, the negative trend seemed to have come to a halt, however,
already the next deadline brought declining numbers. The decrease was not as dramatic as it
looks like: several programs did not secure their data for the July 2019 deadline and had no
access to it after the LSZ GS had given up the Glowbase application platform and switched to
the new tool. Nevertheless, for nearly all the programs the number of applications for the July
2019 deadline was lower than for the previous deadline. Luckily, with the switch of the
application database the numbers raised again up to 1’493 for the December 2019 deadline
and remained nearly the same for the following July 2020 deadline. With the December 2020
deadline the number of complete applications increased for another 200 and reached nearly
the level of 1’700 again. As it became obvious over the year 2020, the LSZ GS had changed
databases in the right moment and was as prepared as possible to tackle the challenges the
Covid-19 crisis brought. In fact, instead of consolidating the new implementations, the database
was considerably changed in summer 2020 in order to carry out the recruitment at the beginning
of September completely virtually in a first step of the recruitment round. More information about
the adaptions of the application tool “join” can be found in chapter 3.2.

With the pandemic, the working world experienced an enormous impulse of digitalisation and
therefore it might not be so surprising that the application numbers increased for the winter
deadline with a lot of students confined to carry out their studies remotely and in front of a
computer. While the LSZ GS was at least in regard of the available database as prepared as
possible for this shift, the whole recruitment process underwent for the first time a fundamental
re-organisation. Luckily, we could just carry out our recruitment in February in the usual way
but having already some students cancelling their trip because of the pandemic. When Europe
went into a lockdown in March and the governments started to introduce restrictions of free
movement and social gatherings, we had half a year to re-define and plan the next recruitment.
The Directors’ Conference agreed in May to have a two-step recruitment with a first virtual
round of admission interviews and meetings with Pls and group members. These were carried
out during the same time as usual (Wednesday to Friday of week 36) but thereafter the
applicants and Pls were free to arrange personal meetings or to come to a job agreement
without having met each other in person. In fact, about a third of the applicants got an invitation
to travel to Zurich or was allowed to come during September and October before the number
of Sars-CoV-2 infections climbed rapidly up again and new travel restrictions were put in place.
Altough the matching rates were within the range of the last years, it is still too early to draw
already any conclusions and to recognise trends. We will definitely further adapt and amend
the whole recruitment process since chances are that we will never switch back to the former
scheme. The virtual recruitment has definitely its strengths and advantages and the main
challenge might be to find a good balance or combination of virtual and on-site events. If the
LSZ GS manages to do so, it should be able to hold it's ground and remain an attractive player
with a good visibility in order to recruit a satisfactory number of excellent PhD applicants.

13
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Figure 2: Total number of applications since 1 July 2008.

The trend we observed in the past years with the female students slowly but steadily catching
up in number with the male applicants remained more or less on the level of the past years. In
December 2019, we obtained about 100 applications more from female than from male
students. In July 2020 the difference was 70 applications. As for the previous recruitment
rounds, we invited more female than male candidates for an interview. Most of the applicants
learned about the program from the internet (from our own web page or ads on different
recruiting web sites, a fourth indicated google search). As in former years, applicants also
learned about the program from friends who have once applied to the LSZ GS or who are
performing their PhD in one of the programs. With the pandemic we definitely gave up the
poster as a recruiting tool, which means that we do not send around printouts anymore but still
use a pdf version of the poster for the online and email marketing.

From the Gallup Survey the Vienna BioCenter had carried out in 2019 and in which the LSZ
GS participated, we know that the institutional webpages play an important role for the
applicants for getting acquainted with the PhD programs and gathering information about them.
For this reason, the graduate school used the time of the lockdown in Spring 2020 to redesign
part of the webpages to make them more appealing for visitors. On the landing pages for the
applicants we added some testimonials from PhD students either as written text or in form of a
short movie. The redesign is a continuous task and therefore still ongoing. Unfortunately, the
content management system the UZH opted for does not allow a lot of animations, it is not very
mobile-friendly and looks in general rather old-fashioned.

After the admission committees of the different programs had reviewed the applications, the
top 12% of the applicants were invited to Zurich for an in-person interview and lab visits in
February and virtual admission interviews and lab visits in September 2020. Whereas in
December, only 39% of the interviewed candidates were offered a position in Zurich, this rate
went up to 55% in July but was still on the lower side compared to previous years. In the winter
round, 17% of the accepted candidates rejected a position offered by our group leaders or
dropped out of the recruitment process after the interview. In contrast, with 6% this ratio was
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quite a bit lower in summer and again within the range of past rounds (4-10%). Many of the
students who turned down our offer probably joined other very strong programs in Europe or in
the US. The drop-out rate before the interviews was with 11% for the December deadline on
the very low side and with 20% for the July deadline on the upper side of the average of former
recruitment rounds (15-20%).

Table 6: LSZ GS recruiting statistics in 2020

Dec. 1, 2019 July 1, 2020 Dec. 1, 2020
Complete applications 1’493 1’483 1’693
Invited candidates 181 183 194
Drop-outs before interview 20 36 *
Candidates at interview 161 147 *
Free slots 111 107 *
Matches 62 81 *
Candidates without matches 66 54 *
Decision against LSZ GS 27 9 *
Rejected candidates 6 3 *

*data will be included in 2021 annual report
Remark: Data from Drug Discovery is missing for December 2019.

In February 2020 (December 2019 deadline), we managed to fill 65% of the open positions
whereas with 76% this ratio was even a bit more successful in July 2020 — despite the travel
restrictions because of the Corona pandemic. Still both rates correspond to the average of the
last years. Although we were relieved to see that the changes because of the Covid-19 crisis
did not affect the entire recruitment process in a very negative way, we will still have to stand
the test of time. Many matches in September happened without Pl and PhD candidate meeting
personally, actually only 45 of the 147 candidates at interview came or could come for a visit to
Zurich (this number does not include Switzerland-based students unless they claimed travel
costs with the LSZ GS office). As it is at the moment difficult to predict how the pandemic is
going to develop and how the directors’ conference might decide in future upon the introduced
changes in the recruitment process, we do not plan major alterations for 2021 but we will
concentrate on smaller amendments and analyse the feedback of the PhD applicants and Pls
very carefully when planning the next recruitments.

Because not all open positions can be filled during a given recruiting round and some
outstanding applicants don’t want to wait for 6 months, if they have just missed an application
deadline, all programs also accept "track II" candidates. Track Il students are students who
have applied independently to (and have been accepted by) a group leader who is a member
of a specific PhD program. This more traditional way of recruiting students is more pronounced
in some programs than in others. Currently, about 5 out of 8 students are hired via track II.
Applications of track Il students are administrated directly by the different programs.
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3.2 Data systems and webpages

As pointed out in the previous chapter about the recruitment, it had been a wise and timely
decision to give up the Glowbase application platform in 2019 and to switch to the “join”
database programmed by a small team based at the Institute of Mathematics at UZH. Although
some features of the lab visit planning were programmed at the eleventh hour, the new
application tool enthralls with a convincing balance of automatization versus flexibility, a high
user-friendliness and an architecture that is precisely tailored to our needs and requirements.

As it is not uncommon for such sophisticated datasystems, the programming of the basic
features is followed by a shorter or longer period of fine-tuning and subsequent improvements.
However, instead of fully concentrate on amending the weaker parts of the application platform
or introducing additional “nice-to-haves”, the LSZ GS was forced to implement completely new
functions: because of the restrictions the Covid-19 crisis entailed, the entire recruitment process
had to be redefined. Fortunately, the programmers managed to set up everything in time and
there was also no major glitch during the virtual interviews, which were all carried out in Zoom.
The feedback of the candidates showed however, that the different deadlines for the lab visit
invitations and the final preference list were confusing and not well understood. For this reason,
one of our goals will be to better represent the single steps of the application process by the
layout of the database and to guide the candidate through the entire process from submitting
the application until accepting a job offer. Moreover, we hope that 2021 will allow us to focus
on all the smaller details that still need to be added or improved in order to offer applicants, Pls
and program coordinators a tool that is easy to handle and fully meets their requirements.

While the LSZ GS invested or had to invest quite some time and money in the extension or
further development of the “join” platform but obtained in return a system that is relieving all
users from a lot of work, quite the opposite is true for our “DissGo” database, the PhD portal.
Since the Program Directors’ Conference decided - under reserve that there is a solution for
the administrative handling of the ETH students - to give up “DissGo” in favor of the
“studentadmin” datasystem the Faculty of Science (MNF) had introduced in early 2019, things
have not moved any further. “DissGo” is still widely used by the program coordinators because
“studentadmin” does not offer them the data and functions they need to govern the programs.
However, most programs offered their UZH students to switch entirely to the studentadmin in
order to avoid that they have to feed two systems with their data. Thus “DissGo” is only used
to administrate the PhD students but the data documenting their PhD process (doctoral
agreement, research proposal and committee reports) are stored in “studentadmin”. Because
“DissGo” is not going to be used in the longer run, the LSZ GS was recultant to implement new
features and only introduced the autocmatic calculation of the time-to-degree as this dimension
figures often as a hallmark for the “success” of a PhD.

Another reason why the negotations with the Faculty of Science regarding the inclusion of the
ETH PhD students in the studentadmin did not move further after a first meeting in December
2019 was the fact that ETH was about to implement new regulations for the doctorate for the
Fall 2021 semester. Therefore, the representatives of the D-BIOL suggested waiting until all
the details of the regulations were known and the new ordinance officially approved before
entering in detailed discussions.
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3.3 Transferable skills courses

Besides the centralization of the application process, one of the main motivations to found the
Graduate School was to offer common courses, which are not related to the specific scientific
focus of a program. The transferable skills course (TSC) program of the Life Science Zurich
Graduate School focuses on the development and training of some key skills early stage
researchers should dispose of for carrying out their dissertation project as well as for their future
career, be it as scientist or in a leading position in industry or the public sector. The offered
courses can roughly be grouped in 5 categories: Best Scientific Practice and Ethics,
Communication & Presentation Skills, Methodical Skills, Scientific Writing and Publishing as
well as Social and Self-Management Skills. Nearly 600 PhD students attended one or several
of the 32 courses the LSZ GS offered in 2020. 11 of them were organized by a program or
another university institution such as the Functional Genomics Center Zurich, Animal Welfare
and 3R and the BioEntrepreneurship & Innovation unit of the Institute for Regenerative
Medicine. 3 courses were offered by in-house staff and thus not liable to costs. The program
administrators agreed on the following policy for joint courses: the organizing program obtains
half of the seats for its own students, if the LSZ GS bears half of course costs. Should the
program need more seats, the LSZ GS reduces its financial support accordingly.

For organisational reasons, the LSZ GS offers also a few methodological courses within the
TSC - these courses are normally taught by the facility centers of the universities, such as the
Functional Genomics Center or the Flow Cytometry and the Microscopy and Imaging Centers.
In 2018, we therefore renamed the course program webpage slightly to “Transferable and
Methodological Skills Course Program”. This way it should be obvious to our PhD students that
they can also find some courses in our program, which help to improve their methodological
skills.

The pandemic affected of course also the TSC, several planned courses were postponed from
spring to summer or early fall. Only the following courses were definitely cancelled: Introduction
to Scientific Integrity (April edition), Mindfulness & Teambuilding, Next Generation Sequencing
(two courses), Patenting in Life Sciences and Teaching at the University. During two entire
months, April and May 2020, the LSZ GS did not offer any courses at all. As of summer the
courses were offered virtually or in hybrid format until October when gatherings of more than 5
persons were again prohibited and the universities switched once more to online formats for
non-practical courses. Not for all of our internal and external trainers the switch was easy,
however the course evaluations show that the doctoral students are to a large extent satisfied
with the courses. Although many of them state that they would have preferred to attend the
courses in-person, they seem to appreciate that they are offered at least a few opportunities to
meet other early researchers and to maybe acquaint with some new students. Moreover, they
seem to take advantage of attending courses that are not directly linked to their research field,
but help them to prepare for future leadership functions.
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Table 7: Courses offered by the LSZ Graduate School from January to December 2020

UZH

. Number Number affiliation
Transferable skills courses for of of +USZ&  ETH
PhD students 2020 courses _ participants Kispi) affiliation  other
Best scientific practice & ethics 5 232 160 64 8
Responsible Conduct in Research
(joint course with the Plant Science
Center) 1 3 3
Scientific Integrity Introductory
Course (2 x online, 1 x on campus) 3 209 150 51 8
The Impact of Ethics on Doing
Science (online) 1 20 10 10

Communication & presentation
skills 4 57 42 14 1

Effective Presentations/ Poster
Presentation/Scientific Presentation

(online) 2 29 21 8

Logic and Reasoning for Scientists 1 15 9 5 1
Visualising your research - drawing

workshop (online) 1 13 12 1
Methodical skills 5 49 32 17

Interactive Design Thinking

Workshop for Implementing the 3Rs

with Innovative Solutions (1x on

campus, 2x online) 3 36 24 12

Molecular Biology Methods (joint
course with the Biomedicine PhD

Program) 1 5 4 1

NGS DNA / RNA Sequencing (hybrid

format) 1 8 4 4
Scientific writing & publishing 7 88 53 34 1
Dealing with the Publication Process

online? 1 8 5 3

Postdoc workshop (online) 1 19 12 7

4" Science Filmmaking Marathon (in
cooperation with the Swiss Science

Film Academy) 1 3 2 1
Scientific Writing (1xon campus, 2x
online) 3 54 33 21

Storytelling & Storyboarding (in
cooperation with the Swiss Science
Film Academy) 1 4 1 2 1
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UZH
Number Number affiliation

Transferable skills courses for of of (+USZ&  ETH

PhD students courses  participants Kispi) affiliation  other
Social & self-management skills 11 164 111 44 9
BioEntrepreneurship & Innovation:

From Scientist to BioEntrepreneur.

Creation of a marketable product

(Module A+B) 3 15 12 3

Career Cornerstones 1 12 10 2

Competency Awareness (1xonline, 1x
on campus) 2 24 15 8 1

Miscellaneous Mysteries for
Maintaining Motivation while

Managing your PhD 1 11 7 4

Project Management (online) 1 14 10 4
Successful Start of a Professional

Career 2 29 20 7 2
Time and Career Management

(online) 1 36 20 11 5
Unfolding your Self-confidence (1x on

campus, 1x online) 2 23 17 5 1
Total of all courses 32 590 398 173 19

3.4 Evalutations

In 2019, the Evaluation Office of the University of Zurich had informed that it wanted the LSZ
GS to participate in the evaluation of the Third Cycle. This cycle places a stronger focus on the
management processes, strategic policies and development plans of the units under
evaluation. After a preliminary meeting with the Evaluation Office, the LSZ GS and the Faculty
of Science signed in September 2019 an Evaluation Agreement. Early in 2020, the Evaluation
Office invited the program directors, coordinators and PhD students to complete a survey,
which it had elaborated with support of the LSZ GS chairs and office. The site visit of the three
experts, Prof. Dr. Edwin Constable from the University of Basel, Prof. Dr. Christof Osman from
the Ludwig Maximilian University Munich and Dr. Monika Lachner from EMBL, was planned to
take place from 11-13 May 2020. The LSZ GS staff was working on the self-evaluation, which
had to be handed in 6 weeks before the meeting was scheduled, when Switzerland and many
other European countries went into lockdown due to the Covid-19 pandemic in mid March.
Soon it became obvious that the meeting was unlikely to be held as planned, since many
European borders were closed and there were strict travel restrictions in place. In fact, the
meeting was postponed to fall, however in September, the Evaluation Office decided that the
meeting with the experts was going to take place online on 2 and 3 November.

During the first day of the virtual site visit, the three experts met with all stakeholder groups

individually for about one hour of discussion. On the second day, the virtual visit was closed
with a debriefing with all the stakeholder groups of the LSZ GS followed by a briefing with
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representatives of the Faculties of Science and Medicine. A few weeks later, shortly before the
end of the year, the LSZ GS obtained a comprehensive and elaborated report from the experts,
which included many helpful recommendations not only for the Graduate School but also for
the Faculty of Science. As the report is confidential, we can unfortunately not give an account
of the suggested amendments and changes. Roughly summarizing, the recommendations
focus on the areas of the LSZ GS’s governance, the quality of its management and
administration as well as the quality of the doctoral training, the student recruitment and
admission and last but not least the finances and rescources.

In early 2021, the Graduate School management and the other stakeholders have the
opportunity to make representations on the report before the Evaluation Office. Later in spring
the Evaluation Office will facilitate a meeting of faculty representatives and the LSZ GS to
negotiate the further strategies and developments of the Graduate School.

4 On-going projects
We have just pointed out in the previous paragraph that the evaluation by the UZH will extend
far into 2021. Indeed, the entire process is planned to last even longer. About two years after

the agreement with measures to take will have been signed, the university will review their
implementation in a follow-up round.

The LSZ GS has also already been informed that in the Spring 2021 semester another quality
meeting has to be held. Actually this meeting was already due in 2020 but because of the
evaluation of the Third Cycle, the Faculty of Science allowed the Graduate School to postpone
it for a semester.

As also detailed above, we will continue working on the application database “join”. Although
all crucial features for each application step are in place, there are still many details to be added
or improved. As the entire application process changed when the lab visits had to be split in
virtual and in-person meetings, the candidates need to be better guided from each application
step to the next one. This means that the different deadlines have to be individually announced
because the entire application cycle is not the same for all applicants anymore. Thus, the
applicant’s dashboard will undergo some major retouches in order to provide a better overview
about the whole process and to clearly show which deadlines are valid for each individual
candidate.

It is also to suspect that the disconcerting and for the students of the Faculty of Science rather
confusing situation of two parallel data systems will yet continue in the near future. Even though
the Dean of Studies has stressed his goodwill to implement certain features from DissGo also
in the studentadmin database, it is not likely that this is going to happen quickly. And it is even
less likely that the LSZ GS doctoral students affiliated with ETH will soon be included in the
studentadmin database either. For this reason, the coordinators might have to keep on handling
two parallel databases for another year and, most likely, some time beyond.

Another persisting issue will be the quest for stable and long-term funding for the Graduate
School and its PhD programs. As it has been pointed out in the past and will be specified in the
next chapter, the support of swissuniversities (formerly SUK) has been phasing out and
completely ceased by the end of 2020. Although the LSZ GS is only partially affected by the
complete abolition of the swissuniversities support — at the moment solely the Scientific Integrity
course is paid via this funding mechanism — some of its PhD programs will have to put up with
a loss of nearly 50% of their budget and thus face serious problems maintaining the services
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they are currently offering. lronically, the Covid-19 crisis has had a positive effect on the
budgets of the programs and the LSZ GS as they could not spend a lot of their funds as planned.
Swissuniversities first prolonged the deadline for using up the grants to June and extended it
later to the end of the year 2021. However, the financial adversities are only deferred for a year
because the structural funding problems are not yet solved. As chances are minimal that new
funding sources will be available in the short run, the LSZ GS might have to think about an
internal reorganisation.

5 Finances

Since UZH and ETH signed their agreement in 2010, the Life Science Zurich Graduate School
obtains CHF 700’000 from its host institutions annually. Each year ever since, the directors’
conference works out a distribution key (see Appendix for the 2020 key) to allocate the funds.
As the distribution of the funds per capita would have been very disadvantageous for the
smaller programs, the directors’ conference agreed on paying each program a fix allowance
besides the per capita contribution. In order not to penalize the bigger programs, the allowance
is slightly graded (CHF 5’000 for programs with up to 10 students, CHF 10’000 for programs
with 10-20 students and CHF 14’000 for programs with more than 20 students). In order not to
encourage a long duration of the PhD, the LSZ GS only finances students until the end of their
4th year. This means that the programs obtain the same amount of money for all students,
irrespectively of how long it takes them to complete their PhD.

After a few relatively carefree years, the financial situation of the Graduate School is again
getting tenser. This is mainly due to the abolition of the swissuniversities support. Especially
those programs that obtained a considerable share of swissuniversities money in the last years
would now be facing serious financial problems, had the pandemic not postponed the problem
for a year or maybe a bit longer. Since most social activities have come to a stop after mid
March, courses and recruitments are carried out online since summer 2020 and the retreats
have also been cancelled or performed virtually, the programs spend currently quite a bit less
money than usual. Fortunately, swissuniversities expanded the use of the grants until the end
of 2021, so that the budget situation should not yet get too tense this year.

However, irrespective of whether the swissuniversities grants are prolonged for a year or more,
the LSZ GS has not been able to fund all its PhD programs for a longer while already. Most of
the programs (partially) affiliated with the Medical Faculty do not obtain any financial support
via the Graduate School. On the contrary, the Clinical Science and MD-PhD program actually
pay a membership fee. The RNA Biology program receives funding from the NCCR RNA
Biology and thus asks the Graduate School to pay only for the per capita fee of its PhD students
but not for the allowance, which is covered by the NCCR. Although the student body is not
further growing at the moment (it rose from 1071 funded PhD students (year 1 to 4) in 2011 to
1’257 in 2016 and dropped to 1’178 in 2020), the pecuniary resources for most programs have
decreased over the past years because of the addition of new programs and the continuous
growth of the student body. In contrast, the support by UZH (CHF 400°000) and ETH (CHF
300°000) remained unchanged since the agreement has been signed in 2010.

When discussing the budget for 2020 in November 2019, the PDC considered it to be an
appropriate moment to ask the universities for more core funding. On the one hand, the Faculty
of Science made it mandatory to have PhD programs but they are not paying for the costs
involved. On the other hand, ETH is currently paying more attention to the doctorate and
profoundly revising the promotional regulations. Under this mandate of the PDC, the LSZ GS
chair and vice-chair, respectively, wrote a letter to the rectors of the corresponding universities.
Although the LSZ GS could bring this motion forward and discuss it with the upper echelons, it
was to no avail. The current (pandemic) situation would not allow the universities to set more
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money aside for graduate education. The PDC hopes now that the issue can be brought up
again when the negotiations with the faculty and the Evaluation Office will start. The team of
experts clearly pointed out in their report that the Faculty of Medicine, where many PhD
students are located despite being enrolled at the Faculty of Science, should contribute to the
core financing of the LSZ GS. However, also the Graduate School should reevaluate the
distribution of the funding within the organization and carefully check whether changes that
were triggered by the pandemic might be perpetuated in case they are an opportunity to reduce
core costs.

Table 8: Annual Account LSZ Graduate School 2020

Earnings 2020 CHF
Contribution UZH 114’848
Contribution ETH 42’194
SUK ETH (Scientific Integrity) 3000
Reimbursement recruitment costs PhD-programs (Sep. 2019 & Feb. 2020) 183211
Annual support MD-PhD program 3’000
Annual support Clinical Science Program 10’936
Surcharges courses 1’400
Total earnings 358’589
Costs 2020 CHF
Recruitment rounds (Feb. & Sep. 2020) 105’571
Transferable skills course program 55’436
DissGo database & Computer Services (servers etc.) 6’054
Application platform “join” 26’570
Marketing (online ads & listings) 6’252
Salary administrator 47232
Conference attendance & further education school administrator 215
Overhead 545
Total costs 247’875
Balance as of 31 December 2020 110’714

The social benefit costs for Susanna Bachmann (CHF 10°764) were covered by the Faculty of
Science of the UZH.
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Table 9: Science Zurich Graduate School: Recruitment costs 2020 in CHF

February (154 Stud.) September (147 Stud.)

On-site costs CHF CHF
Public transport 2’541 Included in travel costs
Student party 5346

Lunch vouchers 3’433 Included in travel costs
Farewell event with Pls 6’610

Total 17°930 0
Costs per student 116 0

February (128 Stud.) September (45 Stud.)

Travel & accommodation costs for

external students CHF CHF

Accommodation 34’272 7’838

Travel costs 34’705 10’826

Total 68’977 18’664

Costs per student 679 415
|Tota| costs recruitment 86’907 | 18’664|
6 Outlook

As shown in the previous paragraphs, the financial situation of the Graduate School and its
programs is getting tenser because the swissuniversities support definitely ceased by the end
of 2020. As the attempt to engage the host institutions in a conversation about a possible budget
increase was fruitless, the PDC will now to have to think of other strategies. The report of the
experts who visited the LSZ GS on behalf of the Evaluation Office could be a good starting
point. It dedicates quite some part to the analysis of the Graduate School’s finances and
resources and brings forward several valuable recommendations. The negotiations between
the faculties of Science and Medicine and the LSZ GS will show, whether a solution can be
found that is realizable and satisfying for both sides. It is likely that the LSZ GS cannot simply
hope for a budget increase but they will also have to go over their budget and see whether cuts
or a redistribution of funds is possible. Some of the organisational changes the pandemic
provoked for the courses and the recruitment might be a chance to save costs in the longer
run.

The report of the experts does not focus only on the financial struggle of the Graduate School
but brings up some other issues in regard of the supervision of PhD students, the course
organisation and the embedding of the LSZ GS in the complex structure of its two host
universities. It will be worthwile for the LSZ GS to assess all the recommendations carefully to
consider where it can not only further improve its own services but also support the PhD
programs better with the quality assurance of the doctorate. Although such an evaluation
process is rather time-consuming and binding a lot of resources of a relatively small office, it is
definitely a valuable opportunity to turn our attention for a moment away from the daily business
and to focus on the core elements and structures of the Graduate School. In addition, we hope
that the negotiations with the different players of the University of Zurich involved in the
assessment will show how the Life Science Zurich Graduate School can best join forces with
other offices and institutions of the universities in order to provide the early stage researchers
with a comprehensive and premium doctoral education.
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Appendix 1: Financial distribution key

Financial support of ETH and UZH in 2020

Annual contribution ETH:
300'000 CHF

Annual contribution UZH:
400'000 CHF

Total contribution: 700'000
CHF

Allowances:

up to 10 students: CHF 5,000

11-20 students: CHF 10,000

more than 20 students: CHF 14,000

301
CHF
ETH UZH (MNF) | Other uni/ | Students |per Total

Programs Allowance | students | students faculty total student | amount
Biomedicine 14’000 6 18 24 7392 | 21392
Biomolecular Structure and
Mechanism 14°000 33 32 65| 20020 | 34020
Cancer B