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My Doctoral Experience: Dr. Judith Akinyi Atela 

My name is Judith Akinyi Atela, and I hope this finds 

you safe and well, amid the pandemic of coronavirus 

that the world is facing. It is my pleasure to talk about 

my career path and how I went from doing a BSc in 

Animal Production to being a Lecturer at the University 

of Nairobi. I was born in the morning of September 

1972 and raised in a small village called Sondu in 

Kisumu County, a lovely city in Kenya bordering Lake 

Victoria with abundant Fish. Due to an interest in 

poultry farming developed by my high school Agriculture teacher, Mr Ogallo Elly, I applied 

for a related 1st degree course and graduated with BSc in Animal Production from Egerton 

University, Kenya in 1996, where in the last years of study I had my first experience with 

livestock in the livestock demonstration farm units, seminars and research in animal nutrition 

labs. I really enjoyed the management and production of chicken and this left me with such a 

strong positive impression that I found that I wanted to keep doing research in the foreseeable 

future on how to improve the quality and quantity of chicken products. 

After graduation with my first degree, I was employed by the Teachers Service Commission 

as an untrained teacher of Agriculture and Biology for about 20 years. I proceeded to do an 

MSc in Agricultural Education, at Egerton University and graduated in 2010. I mentored many 

wonderful secondary school students during my high school teaching profession. The teaching 

experience only reinforced my desire to pursue my PhD studies and scientific research career, 

so I returned to Egerton University to further my studies after I had done a Masters in 

Agricultural Education for teachers. During the masters studies I used and combined both 

maternity and study leave totalling to one year to complete the MSc studies and did a research 

on “The Relationship Between Secondary School Students’ Attributes and Their Attitudes 

Towards Agriculture Subject: The Case of Migori District, Kenya.” I graduated with a Masters 

in Agric Educ, despite the challenge of raising my baby girl without the services of a baby 

sitter successfully. 

I applied for admission for the PhD studies in Animal Nutrition and for different research 

grants, initially taking a bank loan to pay for the PhD fees totalling to about 10,000 USD thus 
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remaining with the challenge of looking for research finances. I was provisionally admitted for 

the PhD studies on condition that I audit all the Masters classes for Animal Nutrition which I 

successfully did since the masters in Agricultural Education that I did was not foundational for 

PhD in Animal Nutrition. During the PhD research, I was contracted as a teaching assistant in 

the Department of Animal Sciences and gained experience as a lecturer, thus an added 

advantage to my future career as a lecturer.  

After the first year of my audit of the Masters Animal Nutrition class, I was privileged to apply 

for an Israeli Mashav scholarship in Agricultural Biotechnology and luckily was awarded a 3 

months scholarship to Israel. When I came back I felt more prepared to do my research work 

for my PhD in Animal Nutrition due to the insight and skills I gained during the training at the 

Hebrew University of Jerusalem in biotechnology and bioinformatics, the training was very 

interesting and I was in a great group of 2015.  

I was lucky to get a grant for a sandwich research fellowship awarded by OWSD to go to South 

Africa for my lab work and joined a molecular biology lab and well equipped experimental 

farms, at the Northwest University, Mafikeng where I teamed up with the post graduate 

students doing their masters studies in the department of Animal Science and meat quality lab. 

From the research work conducted I authored a paper that was published in an international 

journal of Animal Nutrition. During this fellowship I found out that probiotics has a positive 

effect on feed conversion efficiency and some carcass and meat quality parameters of 

Potchefstroom koekoek cockerels. I then applied for the RUFORUM funding for dissemination 

of my research findings, which was Carnegie supported, and this first application was 

successful. Meanwhile I had also got other grants and funding for my research work from 

NACOSTI and Egerton Dryland Farming Research Funds, thus my research work ran very 

smoothly and effectively. I was lucky to have really good supervisors; Dr. Paul Onjoro and 

Prof James Tuitoek, from the Department of Animal Sciences, Faculty of Agriculture that were 

patient with me and helped me stay focused. 

From MSc to PhD I have not only undergone a process of self-discovery, that enabled me to 

recognize my weaknesses as well as strengths, but also equipped me with skills and ways of 

working out on those weaknesses and maximizing on my strong points. For instance, one of 

my limitations, which I believe to have changed to become a strength is my natural reserved 

and introverted nature; I realized that I need not be afraid of people or to join colleagues for 

team work in tackling scientific research. From my experience most animal scientists are social 
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and indeed happy to join hands and work together, which in turn can lead to gratifying 

collaborations and getting interesting results that led to great innovations and publications. 

The last years of the PhD were hard for me though, mentally and emotionally. I had a perfect 

storm of separation and divorce, death of the child that I had baby sitted and health problems. 

I also had trouble balancing work with research, I had very rough times with my employer, but 

I had the good fortune of counting with the help of Jehovah Adonai who sustained me to 

overcome such difficulties. It is often said that adversity reveals characteristics of one’s 

character, and with this experience I found resilience that I just did not know I had. My advice 

if things get a bit harder during your PhD is to make an extra-effort to balance your personal 

life with your work and seek spiritual help from Elohim, besides colleagues before and you 

will always make it.  

After graduating with a PhD in Animal Science and yet still employed as a teacher in high 

school, I continued to apply for vacancies and lecturer positions in public and private 

universities in Kenya. By this time I also learned that the job search process itself is a full time 

job. Job hunting has been an exciting adventure for me, it requires patience and hope as you 

wait, during my PhD I found that, while I am by nature introvert, I really enjoy developing 

partnerships. I found the importance of networking and developed a sense of diplomacy, both 

of which are very important in career building from my point of view. Finally, after an 

application following an advertisement, I was called for an interview at the University of 

Nairobi, I qualified and was employed as a lecturer on probation in the department of animal 

production. 

Lastly, during my PhD studies I overcame challenges by seeking help and guidance from my 

mentors and fellows. I found this to be an extremely important personal breakthrough and I 

think that this is the most important piece of advice I can offer fellows. With different networks 

around you, do not feel hesitant to reach out to them, if you feel need be. If you have any 

questions, please feel free to email me. Thank you and stay safe. 


