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The purpose of this workshop is to provide you with information about applying to graduate school.  Many students do not consider graduate school as an option until their last year of undergraduate study.  This leaves students with only one semester in many cases to prepare the application for graduate school.  

The process of applying to graduate school should not be taken lightly.  It involves a lot of work.  You should spend time researching programs of study, universities, faculty, and funding opportunities.  Information is readily available via the internet, through bookstores, and your department.  You should also contact the schools you are most interested in and ask them for information.  Do not hesitate to ask if you can contact graduate students in the existing program.  Some programs actually include the names and contact information of their students on their websites.  
I. Beginning the Process:

I would suggest that you begin by reading, Becoming a Grad Student, a U.S. News & World Report article.  The author points out some really valid points for considering graduate school.  She asks the reader to honestly consider why she or he wants to go to graduate school.  Additionally, she points out that graduate school is not for everyone and that it requires a true level of commitment.  Read more at:  http://www.usnews.com/usnews/edu/grad/articles/brief/04intro_brief.php
Applying to Graduate School: 

I highly recommend the following website at Catholic University as a useful source in engaging in a step by step process to follow when thinking about applying to graduate school: http://careers.cua.edu/handouts/gradschl.cfm.  Not only does it give you information on letters of recommendation, but also on how to do your research for graduate programs and when, what you might want to take into consideration when comparing programs, where to apply, tests, having application fees ready, and so on.  This is a really clear and valuable website.

Which School?:

Job Web – Graduate & Professional Schools

http://www.jobweb.com/Career_Development/gguides.htm
In addition to simply listing the top schools, there is also a list of the specialty areas found in the programs.  Your best bet is to obtain a copy from a bookstore or library, as the site is limited to what it will allow non-subscribers to view.

If you want to find out more about how the university you are applying to ranks nationally, go to the U.S. News and World Report website located at: http://www.usnews.com/usnews/edu/grad/grhome.htm.

This website also has a list of the top schools for 2004.  The top universities are research universities, which the Ph.D. degree.  

An even more valuable source from the same website, is the School Directories link.  It has a hyperlink to graduate schools for Business Schools, Education Schools, Engineering Schools, Law Schools, and Medical Schools.  It provides you with direct links to these schools and the application process.

For those of you who are interested in sociology programs, The Department of Sociology at SCSU has a copy of the American Sociological Association’s Guide to Graduate Programs.  The book is published yearly and provides readers with a list of all of the schools in the U.S., and in several other countries (Great Britain, Canada, Australia, etc.) and the names of the faculty and their areas of research.  This is important when considering the areas of expertise one is interested in pursuing within the discipline of sociology.

Law School Applicants: 

If you are considering law school as an option for graduate study, then I would suggest you review the American Bar Association’s (ABA) list of ABA approved schools.  This will matter a lot when looking for a job after law school!  There are 186 schools listed.  The site also provides a searchable list of law schools, tuition, bar passage rates, and employment of graduates.  Go to: http://officialguide.lsac.org/docs/cgi-bin/home.asp for more information.  

You can also search the above site by geographic region, name of school, 

The article, What Law Schools Look For is a very valuable source when trying to gauge your odds for admission and completion of law school.  Read this article at:

http://officialguide.lsac.org/ref/cgi-bin/ref.asp?Topic=Getting&Section=1. 

Although more detailed information may be found at the address above, here is some information found on the website that you might want to think about: 

Criteria That May Be Considered by Law School Admission Committees 

  

- LSAT score
- Undergraduate grade-point average
- Undergraduate course of study
- Graduate work, if any
- College attended
- Improvement in grades and grade distribution
- College curricular and extracurricular activities
- Ethnic/racial background
- Individual character and personality
- Letters of recommendation 

· Writing skills
- Personal statement or essay
- Work experience or other postundergraduate experiences
- Community activities
- Motivation to study and reasons for deciding to study law
- State of residency
- Difficulties that you have overcome
- Precollege preparation
- Past accomplishments and leadership
- Anything else that stands out in an application

Master’s or Combined Master’s-Ph.D. Program?

There is a difference between master’s level or master’s/Ph.D. graduate program.  There are some considerations that will help you to determine which is best suited to your needs.  Master’s level departments that do not offer the Ph.D., may be the best option for those graduate school applicants who do not want to pursue a Ph.D.  These types of programs are usually found at state universities, although some master’s/Ph.D. programs may offer this option after completion of the master’s degree.  In this case, one would complete the master’s and then decide whether or not one wants to continue pursuing the doctoral degree.  This decision may also be made on the part of the department if the department believes that the student may not be suited for further graduate studies.

One very good reason to pursue graduate studies in a combined master’s/Ph.D. program is that once you are accepted into the program, you don’t have to reapply for entrance.  Conversely, if you complete a master’s degree at an institution that does not offer the Ph.D., and you decide that you want to pursue a Ph.D., you will have to reapply to a different program.  This may be difficult for those students who completed the master’s degree in a program where they opted for a special project or exam instead of an actual master’s thesis.  Even in those cases where one has completed the master’s degree, the institution where one has been accepted for graduate studies may require one to re-defend the master’s thesis.  For more detailed information, contact the program for which you are seeking admission.  

Full-Time or Part-Time Graduate Student Status:

Full-time Study or Part-Time Study? Is another article from U.S. News World Report that you should read if you are debating whether or not to attend graduate school on a full- or part-time basis.  

http://www.usnews.com/usnews/edu/grad/articles/brief/04time_brief.php
What some students fail to realize is that if funding comes through at some point during your graduate career, you may not need to work outside of your teaching assistantship, fellowship, or grant opportunity.  However, keep in mind that some of these opportunities may be limited to the type of funding, university, and program in which you are enrolled (masters or Ph.D.).  

If you still have questions, go to the Graduate School Forum to read or post messages regarding graduate studies found at: http://forums.prospero.com/usnews_grad/start.

One final piece of advice for all students who are considering graduate school or professional school, do not limit yourself to applying to one school!  You should apply to as many schools as you can afford and reasonably be expected to be a successful candidate for admissions.  Familiarize yourself with the requirements (minimum) for admission and then work to go beyond these minimum requirements to increase your chances for admission.

II. Writing Your Graduate School Essay:

The Writing Center at Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute – Graduate School Essays

http://www.rpi.edu/dept/llc/writecenter/web/gradapp.html.

Wilson College has a tip sheet on applying to graduate school.  Go to: http://www.wilson.edu/life/services/slcareeressay.htm to see the suggested content of your essay.

I constantly tell my students that when they write assignments or essays that they should write in a scholarly fashion.  I also suggest that students revise their work and for good reason.  Both a scholarly style of writing and a heavily revised essay are key to writing the graduate school essay.  Muhlenberg College has a useful tip sheet for writing graduate school essays and acknowledges in its first tip that applicants should “Write like a scholar.”  

I do not suggest or encourage the use of websites that offer to write personal essays for a fee.  Chances are, someone will find out, and your career as a graduate student will be over before it begins.  Instead, you should invest in a book that helps you write your essay.  Bookstores have sections on graduate and professional schools in their reference section.  Peruse through their shelves to see what may be most helpful to you.

III. Funding Sources:

Review the requirements of the funding sources very carefully as some of these sites may be specific to the type of graduate degree you are seeking (Masters or Ph.D.) and to the stage in one’s graduate career (i.e., at the dissertation writing stage) or the type of graduate funding one is seeking (i.e., research grants, teaching fellowships, etc.).
NYU/GSAS – Grants in Graduate Studies:

http://www.nyu.edu/gsas/fininfo/gigs.html
For those who are looking for sources of funding for graduate studies in the social sciences, the above website has a direct link.  This is a very lengthy list of possible funding sources.  For more information, go to:

http://www.nyu.edu/pages/gsas/GIGS/gsas/socialscience/Sociology.html.

Notre Dame – Graduate Fellowships Database:

Notre Dame has a searchable database for its students, but you can access the information as well.  Go to: http://www.grad.nd.edu/gfd/
University of Illinois, Urbana Champaign Graduate Fellowships Newsletter Online:

Another useful database is the one located at the University of Illinois.  The site includes back issues of the electronic newsletter and has links to several really interesting funding agencies. Go to: http://www.grad.uiuc.edu/fellowship/bulletin/fellbulletinGC.html.

IV. Admissions Tests:

A number of graduate programs will require that you take a particular type of admissions test as part of the admissions process.  The test scores are another way of evaluation your application for graduate studies.  They may not alone result in admission, but usually, are considered with the rest of your application materials (i.e., essay, transcripts, letters of recommendation, etc.).  One of the often required tests for graduate study in the social sciences is the GRE. The GRE is offered by the Educational Testing Service (ETS).  

If you are considering law school, prepare yourself for an extremely competitive process.  The Law School Admissions Council (LSAC) has information on the LSAT (Law School Admissions Test) which is found at: http://www.lsac.org/LSAC.asp?url=lsac/about-the-lsat.asp.  This is a very clear description of the test and provides information on the testing dates which is four times per year.  The site also provides three options for registering for the test (mail, telephone, online).  

Test Preparation Sources

If you are not a good test taker, consider taking one of the preparation courses offered by Kaplan or Princeton Review, or see if there are sample test questions available through the test administrators for your particular entrance examination.  Bookstores also have a large selection of test preparation books.  

V. Letters of Recommendation

Do not wait until the last minute to seek out individuals to write your letters of recommendation.  These letters will carry a great deal of weight, especially if they can help offset weak test scores or a low G.P.A.  Choose your letter writers carefully   It may not simply be enough to have someone write a letter to simply say that you have received an A in their course, especially if the course is not related to the major or does not draw upon the skills necessary to show your potential as a graduate student.  A letter from a professor who taught a class in which you earned a B, might be a good candidate.  Also, consider letters from professors who taught courses where lots of writing was required or in which you wrote a research paper.

Consider seeking letters from those professors who know you well.  Do not be offended if a professor declines to write a letter.  The professor may simply not know you as well as you think or perhaps may not believe they can write a strong enough letter to support your application.  Simply seek out another professor.  Employers may also be good options, especially if they can speak to your level of commitment, positive character traits, ability to work well with others, and so forth.

VI. The Graduate School Interview: 

There are interviews associated with many graduate programs.  You should consider this interview an opportunity to provide the individual or committee interviewing you with as much information as possible, while trying to also stress your strengths, and clarify any weaknesses they may have found in your application.  They will ask you about your strengths and weaknesses, so you should really think about how you might respond to these questions.  You should also have a clear idea of why you want to pursue graduate study in general, and why you might want to pursue it at the school for which you are being interviewed.  

Catholic University provides examples of the types of questions that may be asked during the interview.  Go to: http://careers.cua.edu/handouts/intgrsch.cfm to see these.  Remember, an interview for graduate school is much like an interview for a job.  You are trying to sell yourself as the best candidate for admission and the department is trying to sell itself as the best option for someone who is looking at a number of possible graduate programs.  The key is to do your research on the faculty (particularly those you want to work with), graduate students (How many graduate students are in the program? How many graduate students are being admitted this year?  How many students complete the program?  How long does it take the average student to complete the program?), the department (How does it compare to other institutions in general?  How does it compare to others that you have applied to for entry?) and the university (Where is it located, what are the opportunities for funding students?)

VII. You’ve been Admitted:

Being a Successful Grad Student: 

If you have been admitted, what do you do now?  Well, read this article, How to Be a Good Graduate Student which is again, another straightforward essay that provides interesting points to the novice grad student.  The site has hyperlinked topics that are of interest to all grad students.  You will find things like, Finding an Advisor, Attending Conferences, Getting Financial Support, Issues for Women, etc.  Go to: http://www.cs.indiana.edu/how.2b/how.2b.html to read more.

Conference Attendance and Participation: 

Attendance and participation at professional conferences is an excellent way to share your work and to hear what others are doing.  There are undergraduate research conferences to help acclimate the novice conference attendee and participant.  Contact your advisor for more information.  Once you learn to navigate the “conference scene” it will become something that is enjoyable and less intimidating.  For example, I suggest attending regional conferences such as the New England Sociological Association and Eastern Sociological Society conferences or for undergraduates in the social sciences, the New England Undergraduate Research Conference.  These are excellent opportunities to travel to conferences that are not too far away from home.  The New England Sociological Association’s Spring conference will be held at SCSU on Saturday, April 24, 2004.  As the current president of the association, I strongly encourage student participation.

Once you feel more comfortable, you may want to attend other conferences as a graduate student.  For example, the American Sociological Association’s annual conference had 4100 sociologists and other social scientists at its meeting in August 2003.  The San Francisco location in August 2004 will most likely have an even higher number in attendance.  Graduate students are usually paired up with someone to mentor them while at the conference.  There are also opportunities for discounted rooms (although space is limited).  You can be paired with a graduate student if you are attending alone.  It may be a very good way to network and make friends along the way.

If you are not a sociology student, you still have conference opportunities available to you.  Contact the professional association in your respective discipline.  Many have websites with membership information and conference dates and locations posted.  
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